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      My leather sandals barely made any noise on the soft, dark earth of the path. Iggy, my magical flame, dangled in his lantern from my left hand, and with my right I absentmindedly swung a stick right and left. I swatted lightly at one of the bright green ferns that lined our way and sent up a cloud of white and pale yellow butterflies.

      "Aw." I stopped and tipped my head back to watch as the pretty things fluttered up toward the tops of the towering trees above and the bright blue sky beyond.

      "You're falling behind… again."

      I lowered my face. Misaki glanced over her shoulder at me and lifted her thick, straight brows. "Forest full of monsters… remember?"

      "Right!" I grinned and gave her a mock salute. I tossed the stick aside, then jogged forward until I caught up. I fell in step behind her; the path was only wide enough to walk single file. I grinned. Somehow Sam and Captain Kenta, who led the way, were managing to walk shoulder to shoulder. Kenta stumbled, and Sam grabbed his elbow, righting him. Kenta's knee had been injured when Kai and Ryuu Tanaka's goons had captured him. It had been just about a month and a half since the incident, and Kenta was doing much better. Each morning, Sam helped him with his exercises to strengthen and stretch the joint, then they'd go for a long walk around town together.

      I bit my lip as I glanced past the others. Kenta pointed at something in the trees and Sam leaned his head close to his to get a better look. I couldn't stifle my smile. I wasn't sure if they were together together, but I was rooting for them.

      And they weren't the only lovebirds. Jun, who towered over all of us, glanced over his shoulder and winked at Misaki. "Everything okay back there, cocaptain Misaki?"

      She shook her head, her top knot bobbing. I could practically see her rolling her eyes.

      Once the new councilors had been appointed to replace Ryuu Tanaka and the others embroiled in the monster fighting scandal, they'd promoted Misaki to captain for her bravery and dedication in finding Kenta. She and Kenta now shared duties over their unit—they made a good team. And while she was all business, and tough as usual on duty, when off she and Jun only had eyes for each other.

      I threw my head back and took a deep breath of the fresh, clean air. The sweet, woody scent of the cedar trees made me sigh with happiness. A cool breeze ruffled my bangs and stirred up the sweet scent of the pretty blue and yellow wildflowers that danced in the sunlight among the tree trunks of the forest. It seemed with the onset of summer, love was in the air. I let out a happy sigh.

      Misaki glanced back at me and cocked one brow. "You seem relaxed."

      I shrugged. "Why wouldn't I be?"

      She faced forward but shook her head. Her black hair, half up in a bun, swished over her slender shoulders. She, like the rest of us, wore her long-sleeved ninja shirt tied around her waist, her shoulders bare in her sleeveless black undershirt. "Uh… again, the monsters?"

      I chuckled. "I know they're out there, it's just hard to feel worried about them with the birds chirping and the sun shining and the flowers blooming."

      Misaki sniffed. "And the monsters’ mothers defending their young…."

      Ben, still sporting his spiked fashion mullet, glanced back past Jun. He wiggled his brows at Misaki. "If I find a monster pup can I keep it? Please, Misaki?"

      Jun cleared his throat and Ben glanced up at him, confused. He jumped. "Oh!" He grinned. "I mean, Captain Misaki?"

      She answered flatly, "No."

      "Ah, man." Ben turned around, his eyes on the gently curving path ahead.

      "I don't know…," Iggy hemmed. "Maple's really gonna let that slip through her fingers, just for Wiley?"

      I clicked my tongue. "Iggy." I lifted his lantern up to my face so I could see him, then darted my eyes toward Ben. The young guard kept his gaze forward and I hoped he hadn't heard. "Come on. He's just a kid."

      Iggy sniffed. "You know my snark doesn't discriminate."

      Yeah, I definitely knew that. I grinned. Poor Ben had a major crush on Maple. The guy turned bright red and could barely form a sentence around her. Last week, he'd bowed to her as he backed away to leave the guesthouse, stumbled off the porch step, done a backwards somersault, and landed in a mud puddle. Maple, to her credit, had dashed over to help him up and had managed not to laugh, though a vein in her neck had nearly popped with the effort. Iggy had laughed so hard he'd nearly extinguished himself from a lack of oxygen.

      I let my arm fall to my side and walked on behind the guards. I'd come to enjoy these forays into the forest to check on the monster traps with them (which we were now finding full, since we'd broken up the monster fighting ring). I appreciated their catch and release (far away from the village) policy. It was nice to get out in nature, and with the onset of the perfect weather and the bright sunshine, it was hard to imagine that just several weeks ago these same woods had seemed dark and ominous. And while tagging along had several side benefits— exercise, I got to know the guards better, and sometimes Hank came and we walked hand in hand—mostly I was out here to look for Horace.

      I sighed. "We've been out here almost every day for weeks." I shook my head. "Is Horace okay? Is he avoiding me? Or is he just on another part of the island? Is he even on the island?" I frowned and balled my free hand into a fist. "If he left the island without us I'll—"

      "Yeah, yeah, angst over your brother, rarr!" Iggy gave a lazy shake of his fist. "Can you find me a cedar stick? I'm hungry."

      I shot him a flat look. "You're a great listener." I scanned the forest floor, looking for Iggy's new favorite snack.

      "Thank you." He closed his eyes and smiled beatifically. "And you, Imogen, are a great complainer."

      I rolled my eyes, then dipped to grab a slender cedar stick. I slid the loop of Iggy's lantern around my wrist, then used both hands to peel the furry green sprigs and berries off as I walked. "C'mon. You aren't dying to know what's going on back home?" Huh. It'd been just under a year since I'd entered the magical baking contest and come to Bijou Mer, and it already felt like home. I handed the stripped stick to Iggy and he stuck one end in his fiery mouth.

      "Sure." The stick cracked in Iggy's mouth. "But I kinda like it here."

      Misaki, a few paces ahead, darted a quick glance at us over her shoulder.

      I swallowed, then lowered my voice. "But Horace has portal mirrors—we could go back! Have our own bakery… our own space. You don't miss it?"

      Iggy sighed. "I love Jiji, but she does make me boil water and cook her soup." Iggy took a big bite of the cedar stick. "Like, a little below my pay grade, am I right?"

      I chuckled. "I mean, she is letting us stay in her guesthouse in exchange for help around there, it's part of the deal. And we'd be homeless if it weren't for her." I glanced at Misaki and spoke quietly again. "Though it does feel a bit cramped with all of us there."

      The soft dirt path wound around some tall boulders, and then led to a simple bridge over a gentle stream. A narrow wooden plank spanned the shallow ravine, with the clear water softly falling over the green, mossy rocks below. I took a deep breath and followed the guards across. I focused on my steps, careful not to tumble over the side of the railing-less bridge. It hadn't happened yet, and would probably just result in wet feet and some bruises, but I didn't want to chance it. I let out the breath I'd been holding when I reached the other side. The path wound gently downward until a bigger river became visible through an opening in the trees.

      I lifted my brows. "We're heading down there?"
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      I pointed at the rushing water when Misaki turned around.

      She grinned. "Thought we'd stick our feet in at least, catch some fish while we're out here."

      I smiled. "Sounds good to me."

      Though the mottled shadows in the trees helped some, my head and shoulders still felt hot under the bright sun. Some cold water would feel great. I followed the others and side-stepped down the rocky slope to the rushing water below.

      A few woody shrubs grew from between the wet rocks and I held on to the branch of one as I set Iggy's lantern down, safely high above the waterline, then unbuckled my sandals and set them beside him. I bent over and rolled up the legs of my black cotton pants as Misaki and Jun dug some fishing line out of one of the packs.

      Sam, his legs blindingly pale, waded into the water up to his ankles, then turned and held Kenta's hands as the captain stepped in behind him. I bit my lip to stifle my smile. They were so cute. Ben rushed right in, soaking his pants up to the thighs.

      I picked my way, barefoot, over the slick black rocks toward the water's edge.

      Iggy huffed. "I don't understand why you people feel the need to get in that stuff."

      I looked up at him, perched up on the slope. "Stuff? As in, water?"

      Iggy shook his little flame head. "Nasty."

      I scoffed. "If you're a flame. Kinda essential for us mere humans."

      He pressed his lips tight together. "Not into it."

      Smiling to myself, I turned my back to him and dipped a toe in the water. I gasped and pulled it back; the water was ice-cold.

      Jun chuckled as he wound the fishing line around his hand. "It's snow melt."

      I nodded at the tall guard. "It feels like it, too." I looked up and down the deep ravine. Steep, rocky riverbanks rose from the water, and above them the lush green of the forest crowded in. White water rushed around the rocks in the middle and the bright sunlight sparkled over the surface.

      "Aish!" Kenta giggled as Sam, walking backwards, led him deeper into the river. "It's freezing!"

      Sam, his chin disappearing into his neck, nodded.

      "You all right?" Kenta gripped Sam's forearms and dipped his head to catch the shifter's eye. "You're cold-blooded."

      Sam's pale blue eyes blinked behind his glasses. A crimson blush flooded up his neck and cheeks. "You're keeping me warm."

      I pressed my lips tight together and shot a look back at Iggy. Had he heard? My flame's little mouth disappeared and his eyes grew round. Yeah, he'd heard. I could hardly contain my glee. Those two…. I just couldn't, they were so cute. I ducked my head and carefully picked my way into the cold water, feeling around on the slick rocks with my toes before stepping forward.

      A frigid splash of water smacked me in the face and I gasped as it took my breath away. "Ah! Ah!" I stumbled back, my chest heaving.

      "Ha ha ha!" Ben doubled over in the water, a finger pointed at me. "Your face!"

      Behind me, Iggy cackled.

      My chest heaved and I stared Ben down. I swiped my hand across my face and got my wet bangs out of my eyes. "You splashed me!" I clenched my hands into fists.

      Ben only laughed harder.

      I growled and stalked forward, feeling strong enough in my rage to wrestle the teenager under the water. Ben stopped laughing and his eyes widened as I sloshed my way, thigh deep, closer to him.

      He held up his palms and edged backward toward the middle of the river. "I was just kidding."

      I pointed at him and cocked a brow. "I'm going to ruin that perfectly coifed hair of yours."

      He sobered. "No. C'mon, Imogen. You know how long this takes me?" He edged back, his palms still raised. "It was a joke."

      The current pulled at my thighs. I gritted my teeth and narrowed my eyes. My feet had gone numb and my adrenaline made me confident I could take this kid down. The cold didn't hold the same bite it had at first. I lurched toward Ben and he stumbled away, just barely out of reach.

      "Sic him, girl!" Iggy shouted.

      I glanced to my left. Misaki, Jun, Kenta, and Sam stood watching, grins on their faces. I swiveled my gaze back to Ben. "You're going down."

      He chuckled, and we circled like boxers in a ring. I feinted left, then lurched right. I grabbed his wrist and leaned back, pulling him into the water. But as I did, my numb feet slipped on the wet rocks and I fell. I lost my grip on Ben and the current pulled me under. The cold of the water rushing over my head shocked me for a moment, then I thrashed and fought my way to the surface. I lifted my face and gasped in a breath.

      "Imogen!"

      I glanced towards shore, thrashing my arms, fighting to stay above the quick-moving water. Misaki and Jun scrambled along the rocky bank after me, but the current pulled me faster. In moments, I was already carried far past them.

      "Help!"

      I turned and, at the last second, managed to stroke left, out of the way of a half-submerged boulder. I gasped again and flailed my arms and legs, fighting to stay above the water.
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      The rush of the water soon drowned out my friends’ shouts, their voices fading into the distance. The green trees that lined the ravine above flashed past me. I bobbed and dipped and fought the heaviness of my clothes to stay alive.

      Each time the current pulled me under, flooding my face with icy water, I fought my way up and managed to gasp in a breath. But each time, I grew more and more tired. My chest tightened with fear. How long could I do this?

      I cried out as the river slammed me against a sharp, slick rock, then threw my arms out and managed to cling to it, the pressure of the rushing water pinning me in place. But it was temporary—the current tugged at my pants. It dragged my legs to the side and I whimpered as I fought the current.

      My teeth chattered, and my fingers ached as I dug them into the rock. Think. My eyes flew open wide. Magic—I had magic. I racked my panicked brain for a spell that would save me. The summoning one?

      I looked to my right. A thick log lay across the rocky riverbank. I sucked in quick breaths through my nose and willed the log to slide across the river toward me. It didn't budge. I squeezed my eyes shut. Concentrate. I felt the powerful rush of the water and pulled magic from it, then opened my eyes and tried again.

      The log zipped into the water. My spirits lifted. Success!

      It promptly floated downstream and out of sight.

      I whimpered, digging my trembling fingers into the sides of the rock. I couldn't hold on much longer. My arms gave out and I slipped under the water as the current dragged me feetfirst downriver. I tumbled and my shoulder hit something hard. My chest ached as I held my breath and thrashed, heartbeat thundering in my ears as I struggled to find the surface, the world a blur of colors and shadows, my limbs heavy.

      Suddenly, something closed around my wrist, and with a yank to my shoulder that sent a sharp pain through my arm, I stopped dead. The rushing water flowed over my face and legs. My arm was pulled up and I gasped in a shuddering breath as my head rose above the surface.

      I blinked, struggling to see through my blurry, wet eyes and the thick curtain of my bangs. Something closed around my other wrist, and I looked down, blinking at the strong, freckled hand that held me. I gasped as the person who'd saved me hauled me to my feet. They slipped on the sharp, wet rocks of the riverbed and the stranger righted me again.

      "Hold tight."

      I did as the deep voice commanded and gripped his arms as hard as I could with my cold, tired hands. In a stomach-turning lurch, he dragged me through the water, flying fast. He came to an abrupt stop on the riverbank and I slammed into his chest, knocking him onto his back.

      "Ow."

      The man groaned and I rolled off him, onto the rocks of the steep slope. I pushed to my hands and knees, my chest heaving, then roughly brushed my hair out of my eyes. I blinked the water away as I stared at the man who'd saved me. He lay on his back, chest heaving. His wet red hair was slicked back, his brows the same flaming red. He was handsome, with a sharp, clean-shaven jaw. His army green tank revealed his pale, freckled skin.

      As he pushed to sitting, I scrambled to my feet and backed away. The sharp rocks rolled under my bare feet. My trembling muscles fought for balance. "Who are you?"

      He coughed, then swiveled his gaze to me and gave me a lazy once-over. "You're so welcome."

      I let out a shaky breath and backed another step away. I was trapped, essentially. The river rushed to my left, and to my right, the bank rose steeply up to the forest. I had no idea where I was, but the river had carried me a ways away from my friends. Exhausted and barefoot, I couldn't outrun this guy if I needed to. I sniffed and found the power of the river in my mind. I'd use magic to defend myself if I had to.

      The guy fixed his deep green eyes on me, his heavy-lidded gaze penetrating.

      I held my breath.

      He sighed and pushed to his feet, grunting as he did so. "Oh, Imogen, you really are a magnet for disaster."

      Ice flooded my veins and the hairs on my neck rose. My voice came out quiet, barely audible over the rush of the river. "How do you know my name?"

      He gave me a slow blink, then took a step forward.

      I edged back and raised my palms toward him. "Stay away from me." My legs trembled and rivulets of water ran down my forehead.

      The man let out a heavy sigh. And suddenly it registered with me—the red hair, the freckled skin—this guy wasn't from the island. Which meant—

      "My name is Leo." He licked his lips. "I work for your brother."
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      I straightened and my arms fell slack at my sides. "My… brother?"

      Leo lifted a red brow. "Horace. You do know who your brother is, don't you?"

      I folded my arms across my chest, my tank dripping wet. "Psh. Of course I know who my brother is… as of several months ago." I finished the last part quietly, but Leo shot me a look and sniffed.

      "What?" I planted my hands on my hips. "You have something you want to say?" I'd just met this guy, but something about him really got under my skin.

      He took a step closer, his feet bare. "What would you have done if I hadn't been watching you and here to save you?" He threw a hand in my direction. "You seem determined to do yourself in."

      My mouth dropped. "Excuse me? I slipped." I narrowed my eyes. "And you were watching me? Why? For how long?" I widened my stance and raised my palms toward him. "If you do actually work for my brother, then you know I'm a powerful swallow and—and I won't hesitate to zap you."

      His scowl broke and he smirked. "Zap me?"

      I kept my eyes narrowed and tried to look tough, but I probably looked like a wet cat, and even I had to admit that zap sounded lame. "You know what I mean."

      He raised his palms. "Horace asked me to keep an eye on you."

      I straightened. "He did?" I shook myself—be smart, Imogen. I raised my palms again and scowled at him. "I mean—how do I know I can trust you?"

      "Your brother trusts me. I'm his right-hand man." Leo lifted his strong chin. "Do you trust your brother?"

      I scoffed. "Yeah, well, he's never mentioned you." I hoped that would deflate him a bit, but he didn't seem bothered. "And as for trusting Horace…." I narrowed my eyes at Leo. My brother had left me in harm's way almost as many times as he'd rescued me from it. "That depends. Tell me something only Horace could have told you."

      Leo shifted on his feet and lifted his green eyes to the sky, the sunlight catching his pale lashes. He looked back down at me and grinned. "Alright. Horace first taught you to transform into an animal in a back alley of Calloon."

      I tried not to show my surprise. I lifted a brow. "And what did I transform into?"

      He grinned wider. " A moth."

      My face fell slack. "No one else was around. Only Horace could have told you that."

      Leo crossed his freckled arms. "You believe me now?"

      I gulped. Did I? I let out the breath I'd been holding and relaxed my shoulders. He'd already known that Horace and I were siblings—not too many people, in or outside the kingdoms, knew that. And he had saved me from drowning. And he knew about Horace teaching me to turn into a moth. I felt a pang in my stomach. It felt like a small betrayal that Horace had told someone else about that special moment between us. Or was I feeling jealousy that he had people in his life closer to him than I was, his own family. I mean, it made sense—he'd probably spent years out here in the wilderness with Leo and his Badlands Army. Whereas he and I had barely spent any time together.

      I gulped. Was that how he felt about me and my friends? Horace had accused me before of choosing them over him.

      Leo cleared his throat and jolted me from my thoughts.

      I looked up and nodded at him. "Yeah. I believe you." I bit my lip. "But why isn't Horace here? Why did he send you?"

      "Why don't we sit." He gestured toward a large, flat rock. "You must have a lot of questions."

      I clapped my hands together, which startled him. "Sorry! But yeah—so many questions!" I practically skipped over to the rock and plopped down. "Where to start…."

      Steam rose from Leo's shoulders, and within seconds he was dry—from his hair down to the ankles of his pants. He walked over more slowly and lowered himself down beside me. "You're soaking wet. Aren't you going to dry yourself off?" He lifted a brow.

      I looked down at my pants and tank. They clung to me, cold and sopping wet. "I uh—I don't know a drying spell."

      He shook his head. "You're capable of so much more than you know. Can't even come up with a way to dry yourself?"

      I frowned. "Yeah. Horace says that a lot, too."

      He looked away. "Just think dry thoughts."

      I rolled my eyes, but focused on the heat from the sun, the warmth on the top of my head and shoulders, and imagined it spreading, all over me. Steam poured from me, clearing my sinuses, and moments later, I grinned. "Huh!" I patted my thighs, then squeezed the hem of my shirt. They were totally dry—not even damp. "Thanks."

      "That was all you." Leo's hair no longer dripped down his face, but sat in a wavy red cloud atop his head. "So. What do you want to know?"

      I shook my head and watched the river rush by. "Where to start…. Where is Horace right now?"

      He pressed his lips together, his eyes focused on the water below us. "He's busy."

      I frowned slightly. "Is he here—on the island?"

      Leo blinked. "I'm not authorized to say."

      My brows lowered. "Well—has he gone back to the kingdoms since we got here? Does he know what's going on with King Roch?"

      Leo's throat bobbed. "I can't say that, either."

      Was this guy joking? I shook my head and threw up my hands. "Okay, well, do you know and you're just not telling me, or is Horace supersecretive with you too?"

      Leo stared at the water.

      I let out a heavy sigh. "For salt's sake! Let me guess, you can't tell me that, either?"

      He kept his eyes forward, but the corner of his mouth pulled into a grin.

      I threw my hands up. "This is ridiculous! I've been searching for Horace and his army for weeks—weeks! And now I finally find you, his number two, and you can't tell me anything?"
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      Leo turned to me and gave me a long, half-lidded stare. "You've been searching for your brother? Why?"

      I threw my hands up. "I want to talk to him, why else?"

      "Because you're upset with him?"

      I shook my head. "No. Well, kind of, I mean he did abandon us to the guards and left us stranded in Carclaustra." I sighed. "But, knowing him, he probably knew we'd make it out and that Misaki and Jun and the rest wouldn't hurt us, so…." I sniffed. "Really, I just want to see him. We've been through a lot together recently, and he's always so mysterious and distant—I just want to get to know him better."

      Leo watched the rushing river, his green eyes thoughtful. "I think Horace wants to tell you those things himself."

      The frustration dropped from me and my shoulders relaxed. "Horace wants to see me?" I started to push to my feet. "Let's go—"

      Leo grabbed my wrist and gently tugged me back down to the rock beside him. "You say you've been searching for Horace for weeks. He was looking for you for years, you know."

      I nodded. "Yeah. I know." I shook my head. "And I didn't even know he existed. Growing up, all I ever wanted was to find my birth parents—it never occurred to me I might be lucky enough to have a brother too."

      Leo looked down. "Lucky, huh?"

      "Yeah. I mean, he is an international criminal with a penchant for killing—"

      Leo shrugged.

      "But he's my international criminal brother, and… well, after everything that happened back in Bijou Mer, the way he exposed the king's horrible crimes—which he probably told you all about—"

      He smirked.

      "I understand him better and—and am actually really proud of him for fighting to expose the truth like that. I'm still not sure the end justifies the means, but—" I swallowed. "But he's someone I want to get to know better." I looked at Leo till he turned to me and met my gaze. "Please take me to see him. There's so much we have to talk about." I lifted my palms. "Or not talk about, if he doesn't want to. I just—I just want to see my brother."

      Leo looked down at his hands and nodded. "I'll pass this along to Horace for his consideration."

      My spirits sank. That sounded like a no.

      He looked at me and grinned. "But I know him fairly well, and I think once he has time to mull this over he'll want to speak to you, too."

      I clasped my hands together. "Really? You think so?" I sighed. "Oh, that'd be so great." We sat for a time in silence, listening to the birds chirping and the river rushing over the rocks. It was a surprisingly comfortable silence—especially with someone I'd just met. It felt like I'd known him for longer than just a few minutes, though. Maybe it was him saving me from drowning, or his closeness to Horace. They definitely shared a broodiness and penchant for lecturing me. I let out a sigh, almost reluctant to leave, and pushed to my feet. "Well, I really should be heading back. I'm sure my friends are worried about me."

      Leo stood and looked down at me. "Can you manage your way back without drowning or falling off a cliff?"

      I rolled my eyes. "Har har." I gulped. "If I just follow the river back, I should find them, right?"

      He nodded.

      I cocked my head. "You'll be watching me, won't you?"

      His lips quirked to the side. "Probably."

      I nodded, grinning. I'd actually appreciate it this time. I didn't really want to be completely alone in the forest, even if the sun was shining and the birds were singing—there were monsters roaming about. I looked up at Leo and raised a hand to shield my eyes. "You know—I'm glad I met you." I held out my other hand.

      He looked down at it, hesitated, then shook it. "Me too, Imogen."

      I chuckled. "And not just because you saved me—by the way, thanks for that."

      He gave a slight bow of his head.

      "But also because I was beginning to think the Badlands Army might not really exist."

      He stilled, his eyes hard.

      I tried for a light tone. "Like that time in high school I made up a boyfriend to make Michael Castanetti jealous." I laughed. "I'll cut to the end—it didn't work, mostly because Michael Castanetti didn't know I, or my fake boyfriend, existed." I chuckled. "It's just, after all these weeks, I hadn't even seen a glimpse of you guys."

      I couldn't read Leo's expression as he said, "You thought Horace had made it up?"

      I shrugged. "Maybe."

      His lips quirked toward a grin. "That would be clever of him, wouldn't it? Just one man, all these years, single-handedly terrorizing tyrants."

      "Clever?" I lowered my brows. "More like sad." I couldn't imagine anything more lonely.

      Leo's expression darkened and his voice came out a low growl. "Sad? Because you think no one would want to fight alongside Horace?"

      I waved a hand. "No! It's just—"

      "He has a huge, loyal army of thousands."

      I stepped back. Whoa. I raised my palms. "Look, I didn't mean to offend—"

      He interrupted me. "Not that he even needs us—he could do everything himself, he's so powerful and driven!"

      I lifted my brows and muttered to myself, "He said once he had a whole army of yes-men. I see what he meant…."

      Leo took a long breath through his nose and scowled down at me. Guess he’d heard.

      He huffed. "Fine! I'll show you."

      I gasped. "You're going to take me to Horace?"

      He didn't answer, but spun his back to me and climbed up the bank. I hefted myself onto another big rock, then climbed up a few more steps behind him.

      "Imogen! Imogen!"

      I froze and spun around. My name echoed through the ravine—it was Misaki's voice!

      I cupped my hands to my mouth and called, "I'm here!" My voice bounced off the rock walls.

      "Stay put! We're coming!"

      I glanced up. Leo hadn't stopped climbing and now neared the top of the bank. I bit my lip and looked back and forth, from him to the other side of the river where my friends had to be. I should wait and go back with them. It was the smart thing to do, and I'd often gotten in trouble when I let my curiosity get the best of me. But…. I gulped. I had never been more curious.

      I turned to the river and cupped my hands. "I'm okay! I'm going to see Horace!"

      "You've lost your mind!"

      I grinned at the sound of Iggy's voice.

      I shook my head and shouted again. "Go back to town! I'll meet you there!"

      "This is a bad idea!" Iggy screamed back.

      I still couldn't see where they were, but their voices had grown louder. They had to be close by and some part of me knew that if I saw them and listened to their rational, sensible advice, I'd lose my nerve.

      "I'll see you soon!"

      "Imogen!"

      I turned my back to my friends across the water and scrambled up the bank after Leo.
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      I fast-walked behind Leo, struggling to keep up. "Ahem? Some of us have short legs."

      He glanced back and a muscle in his jaw jumped, but he slowed his pace enough for me to jog up beside him. We'd been walking for over an hour, deeper and deeper into the forest.

      "Are we almost there?"

      He lifted a red brow. "It's been twenty minutes—you're already tired?"

      My jaw dropped, and so did my spirits. It felt like it'd been an hour. I swiveled my gaze back to the path. At least the soft dirt cushioned my steps as we walked barefoot between the tall trees. They grew denser in this part of the forest, their shadows mottling the ground. I let out a heavy breath. "Is it much further?"

      Leo sighed through his nose. "No."

      Okay, then. I glanced around at the moss-covered trunks and rocks. "Is it a city? Or more like a camp?"

      He kept his eyes ahead as he took long strides forward. "A camp."

      I nodded, thinking it over. "Do you stay in one spot, or move around?"

      "We mostly stay in one spot, but after I show you, we'll have to move to protect our secret location."

      I lifted my brows and jogged a few paces before falling in beside him again. "Really? Wow, I feel kind of bad, are you—"

      He chuckled. "I'm kidding. I know you'd never be able to find your way back."

      I lifted my chin and stared at him. "It doesn't hurt less because it's true."

      "Ha!" He let out a breath and shook his head, smiling.

      "So glad you're amused." I turned from him and focused on the gently winding path. "How long have you been in the BA? How many people are there, total?"

      Leo sighed. "I've been in the BA… as long as Horace has."

      I nodded. "Ah, so you were in the BA before it was cool. Very OG of you."

      He ignored my comment. "I couldn't give you an exact count, but you'll see soon enough how many people are willing to fight for your brother and his cause."

      "Neat. How long have you lived on the island? Where are you originally from?" I lifted my brows. "Do you have a girlfriend? Or boyfriend?" I sucked in a breath. "Has Horace ever asked you to kill anyone? Wait." I held up my hands. "Don't answer that, I don't want to know."

      He pressed his eyes shut and sighed through his nose. "No more questions till we get to the camp."

      I rolled my eyes. "Fine. Guess we'll just walk on in silence then." Ugh. I'd been dying to speak with Horace for weeks, and now I had his right-hand man walking beside me and he wouldn't tell me anything. I was bursting with questions and it was almost painful not to be able to ask them. "Just one more question?" I didn't wait for permission. "What's your favorite thing about being in the Badlands Army?"

      He didn't look at me as he answered, flatly, "The retirement package."

      "Ha!" I smacked his arm with the back of my hand. "You made a joke."

      He only shook his head in response.
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        * * *

      

      After another four hours (at least that's how it felt to my tired, bare feet and shaky muscles) our path descended down a mountainside. We rounded a corner and the trees thinned enough to see over the cliffside into the valley below. I gasped in a breath, not only at the sight that met me, but at the incredible force of magical power I sensed.

      A massive camp stretched along the ravine at the base of the slope, under the ruins of a broken wood bridge covered in moss and vines. White and green tents dotted the ground and hundreds, no thousands of people milled about. They gathered around smoking campfires and turned spits of roasting meat. Others sharpened knives or huddled together playing games with dice. The murmur of chatter reached my ears.

      My jaw dropped. "Wow."

      Leo sidled up beside me. "Impressed?" His voice came out slightly strained. Tight with emotion?

      I glanced up at him and found his jaw set, his eyes intense as he gazed down at the camp below. "That, Imogen, is your brother's Badlands Army. Is it what you imagined?"

      I shook my head as I turned to watch the people going about their lives in this secret settlement deep in the forest. "It's—it's more, honestly. I didn't expect so many people or that they'd look so…." I searched for the right word. "Peaceful." And they did. I'd expected sword practice and maybe a few floggings for people who'd misbehaved. And I hadn't expected there to be so many women with swords at their hips or bows slung across their shoulders, or so many people who appeared to be from all across the different kingdoms.

      We picked our way down the steep path, then pushed our way through the tall ferns and shrubs. Smoke from the cooking fires tickled my nose as we neared, and the sound of voices grew louder. I stepped into the clearing behind Leo. A woman sat nearby in front of her tent on a tree stump.

      She looked up from brushing a brown leather boot and nodded at Leo, then her dark eyes fell on me. Her brows lifted, but after a brief glance, she returned to cleaning her boot. I bit my lip, suddenly nervous. Would my brother's friends like me? Leo certainly didn't seem to.

      I mentally shook myself. Come on, Imogen, these are terrorists, why should I care what they think of me? I held my head higher and followed Leo, weaving through the tents, past dice games and men cleaning swords and magically self-washing dishes that dunked themselves in buckets of sudsy water for a rinse.

      A few Badlanders looked up as we passed, their eyes flitting over me.

      "Leo." A man with a deep voice nodded in acknowledgment, his eyes lingering on me.

      I nudged Leo and spoke out of the corner of my mouth. "Do they know who I am?"

      Leo nodded as he passed a man with a ponytail and a scar across his eye. "Probably. Horace has described you to us, and they know I've been assigned to watch you."

      I shook my head. "Stalker."

      "I'd have let you drown if I knew this was the thanks I'd be getting."

      I gaped up at him, ready to retort with something along the lines of “red-headed step-terrorist,” but shut my mouth when I took in his appearance. Leo had grown even paler—a blue vein bulged at his temple and cracks creased his dry lips. I frowned. "Are you all right? You don't look so good."

      He darted a quick glance at me. "Aaaaaaand the compliments just keep coming."

      I rolled my eyes, then had to jump quickly to the side to avoid walking straight into a huge man with an armful of chopped wood. "Sorry."

      The man scowled and grunted, "Watch your step," then continued on.

      I cleared my throat. "Talkative bunch."

      Leo, dark bags below his eyes, shot me a heavy-lidded glare and snapped, "Watch your step."

      I clicked my tongue. "Why don't you like me?" I looked right and left, trying to keep up with Leo without tripping over a log or stepping into someone's fire while I took it all in.

      "Why do you think I don't like you?" Leo practically grunted the words, his voice low and strained. He turned and led me back the way we'd come, skirting the outer border of the camp.

      "You're rude to me, first of all." I frowned. "And why are we heading back this way? I haven't seen it all yet. Where's my brother?"

      Leo rounded on me and I recoiled at his sunken cheeks and bloodshot eyes. "You've seen all you're going to see today. I'm taking you back to Kusuri."
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      "No." I knew I was being childish, but I planted my feet and crossed my arms. "You can't make me."

      He cocked his head.

      "Okay, well yes, you probably could." I waved a hand. "But I meant, if Horace wants to see me, you can't disobey him. I have a right to see my brother."

      He narrowed his eyes. "Maybe he doesn't want to see you."

      That stung. It'd been the fear in the back of my head all these weeks—that I couldn't find Horace because he didn't want to be found… at least, not by me. I lifted my chin and tried to act assured. "Of course he wants to see me—I'm his sister."

      Leo let out a weary sigh. "He's not here right now." He grabbed my arm and steered me back toward the forest.

      I glanced behind him. A white tent, larger than all the others, sat back away from the rest of the camp, tucked in amongst the thick foliage. "Whose tent is that?"

      Leo glanced at it, then dragged me a few steps away. "It doesn't matter."

      I gaped up at him and my heart picked up its pace. "You're lying." I opened my mouth to protest but Leo held up a finger.

      "If you don't come with me, right now, I promise you, you will never see this camp or your brother again."

      My face fell. "That's a horrible thing to threaten."

      A rueful expression flashed across Leo's face, but it faded a moment later when his pained expression returned. He jerked his head and turned his back to me. "C'mon, then."

      My breath came in quick pants as Leo dragged me further away—away from my chance to see my brother. I licked my lips, glanced up at Leo's strained expression, then turned toward the tent. "Horace! Horace!"

      My shouts echoed through the clearing. Faces whirled my way, the camp suddenly much quieter. Eep. I was committed now, though. I opened my mouth to call out again, but Leo's rough palm clamped down over my face, stifling my cries. I reached up and tugged at his strong fingers, struggling to pry his hand off my mouth, when an eerie screech filled the air.

      Goose bumps prickled my arms and I froze. It sounded again, closer now.

      Leo scowled down at me and hissed, "You've attracted the attention of a monster."

      My stomach twisted. Guess that's why the camp had been so quiet….

      "We'll have to clear the camp out now, move to a new location. We're going—now."

      He dropped his hand from my face and dragged me forward by the arm. I didn't fight him, but I couldn't help glancing back at that white tent, just in case Horace decided to come out. The camp erupted into a flurry of movement, tents magically folding in on themselves, pots and maps and weapons flying into trunks, people scurrying about to break down the camp. I couldn't believe how quiet they were.

      Finally I turned and followed Leo back up into the forest, my heart heavy. I had certainly not made a good impression on Horace's army. I felt bad that I'd exposed their camp. "Will everyone get out safely?" I whispered.

      Leo sighed, his shoulders slumped. "Probably."

      I glanced back one last time at the Badlands Army camp before we entered the thick of the forest and it disappeared from sight.

      We walked the whole way back to Kusuri in near silence. Leo moved stiffly, his shoulders hunched, and by the time we reached the bridge that spanned the moat to town, he was practically limping.

      I frowned. He'd fought a strong current to rescue me from the river and teased me for wimping out on the march to the camp—how was he now so worn out? I shook my head and filed it away as one of the many mysteries around my brother and his army.

      Leo finally turned to face me. He swayed on his feet, his eyes half-closed, and sweat plastered his red hair to his forehead.

      "Are you all right?" I blinked up at him. "You look like you just ran a marathon."

      "Maybe your company is more exhausting than you know."

      I folded my arms and sighed. "When will I see Horace?"

      He turned and limped back the way we'd come.

      I threw my hands up. "Good talk, good talk."

      Leo glanced over his shoulder. "Horace will find you when he's ready to."

      I rolled my eyes and called after him as he disappeared back into the shadows of the forest. "Great! So it's a don't call us, we'll call you type situation?" With a heavy sigh I plodded across the bridge back to town.
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      I wound my way up the main street of town, the stones that formed the road warm under my bare feet. I hoped someone had grabbed my sandals from the riverbank where I'd left them. They'd been a gift from Misaki and were really comfy now that I'd broken the leather straps in.

      I entered the center stretch where shops and carts crowded together, selling produce, ceramics, and various other goods. The man who ran the tiny flower shop, which seemed to be squeezed into a gap between the bookstore and the quill shop, leaned out the open window and waved as I passed. Shimmering vines grew up around the window, and I'd noticed that if I stood and watched, I could actually see them creeping, slowly, but still visibly. I grinned and waved back, then continued on.

      Luckily, the town was so clean and tidy, I didn't worry much about walking around barefoot—though I did jump out of the way of a group of giggling children who flew by, chasing a little boy with a wooden toy in his hands. I grinned as they dashed down one of the narrow side alleys. The little train, which magically puffed smoke out its stack, looked like one of Yann's creations. When he wasn't chopping wood or making repairs around the guesthouse for Jiji, he'd taken to sitting on the wide front porch and whittling little toys and trinkets for the neighborhood kids.

      "Imogen?"

      The woman's voice startled me out of my thoughts, and I whirled to find Mrs. Sato, the woman who wove beautiful silk scarves, at my side.

      She chuckled. "Sorry to startle you."

      I shook my head. "No—I should have been paying attention." We stepped to the side of the road to make way for a man driving a cart and stood in the shade of a shop's awning. "How are you?"

      "Wonderful, thank you." She looked me up and down and raised a quizzical brow when she spotted my bare toes, but didn't comment. She held in both hands a little package wrapped in one of her silk scarves and tied with a knot. "If you're heading back to the guesthouse, would you mind passing this along to Miss Rhonda?" She lifted the gift toward me.

      I pressed my eyes shut and forced a smile onto my face, willing myself not to roll my eyes. "Of course." I bit my lip, but couldn't help myself. "And what's she done this time?"

      Mrs. Sato beamed and put the gift in my hands, which was surprisingly heavy for how small it was. "Oh, she used her wonderful gift." The middle-aged woman lightly touched the center of her forehead, indicating the spot where Rhonda glowed when she was receiving a vision. "She predicted a tree branch would fall on the roof of my silkworms' home." She flashed her eyes at me, as if I should understand what a great feat this was.

      "Oh, wow." I lifted my brows and nodded along, though I had no idea why this was significant.

      "Which of course would've startled them with the noise, or broken the roof and created a draft, at best, or it might have let in birds or rain." She clicked her tongue. "All of my potential silk would have been ruined—I might've gone out of business."

      "Oh." I closed my mouth, begrudgingly more impressed with Rhonda's prediction. Mrs. Sato's magical scarves were real works of art, and multipurpose too. They could be worn, of course, but also held water (or repelled it), and were incredibly strong for being so gauzy and lightweight. I'd seen people in town use them to hold their babies to their chests, wrap them around their hands as oven mitts, and even once saw a man lash his cart to his horse with several lengths of her silk.

      "And even worse." Mrs. Sato clutched her hands together, her dark eyes wide with emotion. "All of my babies might have been killed." She grew stern and shook a finger at me. "I'm not one of those silk producers who boils the poor things alive in their cocoons." She shook her head. "I wait till they hatch in their own time, and then take the shells after they've emerged as full-grown moths." She beamed like a proud mother.

      I shook my head, not sure where to start. "Well, I'm glad that they were all okay… and that you don't boil them alive."

      She smiled.

      I lifted up the package she'd given me. "I'll be sure to pass this along to Rhonda."

      "Thank you." She bowed, and I dipped my head also. "You're so lucky to be friends with her."

      "Aren't I, though?" I forced another smile, waited for a woman riding a buck with a huge set of antlers to pass, then moved back on up the street. It wasn’t that I wasn't impressed with Rhonda, or happy that her gift was helping the people of Kusuri—I was. It's just, the rest of us were earning our keep at Jiji's by cooking dinners for twelve, scrubbing tubs and toilets and floors, weeding and harvesting the garden, setting traps for the gnomes, and more odd jobs around the place. And yes, we had magic to help, but it was still exhausting work.

      Meanwhile, in our first week in town, Rhonda had predicted a fault in the wall that surrounded the city. The town was able to fix it, but just barely before a monster attacked that very spot. Ever since then, Rhonda (and Francis by association and charisma) had again become local celebrities.

      The two slept all day, rolled out of bed in the late afternoon, schmoozed their way around town, and returned every morning with armfuls of gifts from locals showing their gratitude for Rhonda's visions. The seer passed these along to Jiji, who loved them, as her contribution for room and board, and then went back to sleep all day while the rest of us went about our chores.

      I grinned at myself and shook my head. I couldn't begrudge those two their bizarrely strong charm. And besides, it was hard to be annoyed with the sun shining, the breeze blowing, and the birds chirping in the trees. I left the hustle and bustle of the marketplace behind, and just before I veered off the main road towards Jiji's, I passed what I thought of as the town's haunted house.

      It rose two stories high with a peaked, shaggy thatched roof. Boards covered the windows at all angles and its large yard set it apart from all the other buildings in the town's center. It didn't help that its back wall bordered the cemetery. I frowned as I noted the flock of ink-black crows circling it, cawing. That was new.

      As I passed through its shadow, goose bumps prickled my arms. Was it just me, or had the temperature dropped significantly? And was that the breeze rustling the tree leaves… or creepy whispers? I hugged Mrs. Sato's gift closer to my chest and hurried by, my eyes on the stone road.

      Once past the creepy house, I let out the breath I'd been holding and ducked down a narrow alley toward the more residential area of town. I soon reached the guesthouse's beautiful, wild front garden and wound my way through the narrow, bamboo-lined path.

      I grinned at the neat line of shoes when I reached the long, covered wooden porch—my leather sandals sat at the end farthest from the door. Someone had picked them up for me. No shoes to kick off today—though my feet were plastered in mud. I closed my eyes, summoned some power from the easy breeze, and magicked my feet clean before ducking through the blue curtains that hung over the open guesthouse door.

      "Hello? Anyone home?" I looked around the empty lobby with its long, low wooden table. "I come bearing gifts?"

      The footsteps padding down the wood hall sounded like a stampede, and a moment later the sliding paper door flew open.
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      Misaki burst forward into the main room, followed closely by Jun, Captain Kenta, Ben, and Sam, who held Iggy in his lantern.

      My smiled faltered. "Hey, guys…."

      Misaki stopped, inches from my face. She pulled her normally full lips into a thin, straight line and narrowed her dark eyes as she searched my face. "Did they hurt you?"

      My eyes flew open in surprise. "No. What are you—"

      "Good." She cut me off and leaned back, her expression hard. "Don't you ever disobey orders and wander off like that again. Understood?"

      My lips twitched toward a smile. "While I appreciate the concern, I'm not actually a guard, remember?"

      Her expression darkened. "True." She spoke through gritted teeth. "But we make an exception and allow you to venture out with us. If you'd like to keep that privilege, you'll follow orders—understood?"

      I let out a heavy sigh. "Look, this guy Leo pulled me from the river—why would he do that if he was going to hurt me? Besides, I can defend myself—"

      "Ha!" Iggy folded his little flame arms and glared at me.

      I frowned at him, then looked back at the fuming Misaki. "I can. He took me to see the Badlands Army."

      "And could you have defended yourself against all of them?" Iggy widened his round eyes. "Huh?"

      "Yes, it was a little risky, but I made a judgment call." I looked around at Jun's pinched expression, Kenta's stern one, Ben, who hung his head, and Sam, who wrung his hands together. My shoulders slumped in exasperation. "Okay, fine. Maybe it wasn't the smartest move to wander off into the forest with a stranger."

      "The monster-filled forest." Iggy raised a flame finger. "After you'd already scared us by almost drowning, I might add."

      I raised my brows. "Noted." I turned back to Misaki. "I won't wander off alone again."

      She lifted a thick, straight brow and pressed her mouth together in a look full of doubt.

      I grabbed her shoulders and gave them a little squeeze. "I promise."

      She blinked and her face softened. "Good."

      Jun, who stood behind her, nudged her shoulder, and her eyes flitted to him, her mouth tugging toward a smile. She looked back at me and lifted a shoulder. "All right, let's have it then. What was it like?"

      I brightened. "The army?"

      She nodded, and the others gathered closer. Sam handed me Iggy's lantern and then wrapped his thin arms around my waist. "I'm ssso glad you're okay." He leaned back and pushed his glasses up his nose. "I wasss sssso worried about you."

      My chest tightened with remorse. "I'm sorry, Sam." I lifted Iggy up to take a look and my flame half-turned from me. "I am, Iggy. I should have thought more about how all of you would feel."

      "Yes, you should have." Iggy sniffed.

      "I was just caught up in the moment and the chance to finally see the army… and Horace." I frowned.

      Misaki watched me carefully. "What?"

      "Well… I didn't actually get to see Horace." My lips quirked to the side as I thought about it. "The guy, Leo, he said Horace wasn't there, but… I just had this strong feeling that my brother was nearby."

      "Lurking?" Iggy flashed his eyes at me and I had to chuckle.

      "Probably." It was Horace's style. My brother, the lurker.

      "So… was it everything you'd dreamed of?" Iggy batted his eyes. "Archery lessons, horseback riding, canoe races?"

      I gave him a flat look. "I think you're thinking of summer camp, not Badlands Army camp."

      Iggy returned the flat look and I sighed. "You're just upset that you didn't get to go with me."

      My little flame scoffed. "Shells yes, I am."

      Ben came forward with his head hung. "Imogen. I'm sorry for messing around and making you fall into the river like that."

      I shook his shoulder. "Hey. I waded out too far and just slipped—it was an accident. It wasn't your fault."

      He raised his eyes and gave me a small smile. "Thanks. It's just… it's like Misaki always says—"

      Misaki flashed her eyes and gave Ben a tight shake of her head, but he didn't see. "The foreigners have no common sense—don't assume they do."

      Iggy burst out in cackles.

      Ben glanced at my flame, then looked up at me, his eyes rueful. "I'm sorry. I should have remembered."

      "How clueless I am?" I shot Misaki a look and her face flushed bright red. "I see how it is."

      She bared her teeth and winced. "Eh… sorry."

      I laughed and waved it off. "Well, if that's what you think of me, I can see why you were so worried." I grinned. "But I'll just take that as a compliment—it shows how much you care."

      She flushed an even deeper shade of crimson and sniffed, then shook her head. "Care? I don't care. I just—I'm in charge and it'd look bad on me if something happened on my watch."

      "Uh-huh." I waggled my brows. "Sure."

      "Aw. Misaki loves us." Iggy batted his eyes again.

      "I don't— Grrrrr!" She stalked off down the hallway toward the bathhouse with a chuckling Jun on her heels.

      He glanced back and winked. "Well, I for one do care and am glad you're safe."

      I grinned. "Well, thank you."

      Jun stopped and turned just before disappearing around the corner. "Oh! And can you all meet tonight at the usual spot?"

      I nodded. "I think so—I'll just check with Hank."

      Sam looked at Kenta, who gave him a slight nod. "Yesss. We're in."

      "Great." Jun grinned. "I have something I'd like to propose to you all. It should be fun." He padded off after Misaki.
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      I turned to Kenta. "What's that all about?"

      He gave a tight-lipped smile and raised his brows. "I have a thought—but we'll have to wait until tonight to see if I'm right."

      I grinned. "Ooh. I'm excited." Maybe he had a supersecret guard mission for us. I bounced on my toes, thinking it over as Sam and Kenta stepped through the curtained door onto the porch.

      "See you later tonight," Kenta called with a wave.

      "See ya!"

      That left me and Iggy alone with Ben. He ran a hand through his jet-black fashion mullet, the other hand shoved in his pocket. "So… you didn't get to see your brother? Bummer."

      I chuckled. It was hard not to like the kid. "Yeah. Bummer, for sure."

      Iggy clicked his tongue. "You didn't have another harrowing encounter with your homicidal brother… darn."

      I rolled my eyes at my flame, but Ben, uncharacteristically serious, stepped closer and placed a hand on my shoulder. He pressed his lips tight together. "Keep your spirits up, Imogen. I'm sure you'll have another narrowing discounter with Horace soon, or…" His brows pinched together and his eyes darted to Iggy. "Or whatever he said." He looked back up at me and smiled brightly.

      I pressed my lips tight together to keep from laughing and patted his hand. "Thanks, Ben."

      He nodded. "I've got to get back home to help my mom around the house." He bowed his head and bounced out the door. "See you tonight."

      I gave him a little wave, then looked around the empty lobby. Where was everybody else? I shifted the little package for Rhonda in my hand and decided to deliver it first—it was actually a little heavy and my hand was getting tired.

      I climbed the smooth wooden stairs up to the second floor and padded down the tatami mat hallway toward Rhonda and Francis's room at the end. I shook my head as I took in the beautiful bouquet of flowers wrapped in brown paper, the glowing jade necklace, and the several wrapped boxes that already hovered magically outside her door. Chuckling to myself, I set my gift down among them.

      "She's too popular for her own good," I whispered to Iggy. She and Francis would still be sleeping for another hour or two, so I quietly moved back toward the stairs to head down, but paused when I heard voices on the other side of one of the doors.

      "Snooping again?" Iggy lifted a brow.

      I held my finger to my lips to shush him and pressed my ear to the door. Yep. That was definitely Hank's voice.

      "It's scary, man, you know?"

      I lifted my brows. What was scary? I shook my head to clear it. What was I doing? Spying on my own boyfriend? I should just move on or knock and head in… or I could just listen for one more moment.

      "I mean, on one hand, I'm so grateful for this chance to find myself. Before, being a prince—that pretty much decided my whole life for me. It determined my job, where I'd live, who I'd marry." He chuckled. "Now I have so much freedom, it's what I always wanted—but I didn't realize how intense that'd be, having to decide everything for myself."

      A chuckle sounded. I recognized Wiley's voice. "Yeah, I never really thought of that. Most of us have our teenage years and twenties to mess around and figure things out. You're like thirtysomething and having to live all that at once." He chuckled again. "Good luck, man."

      I grinned. Hank had talked all this over with me before, but I was so happy he was confiding in Wiley. Finally, Hank had realized that he had friends now—and he could talk to them. I smiled to myself and took a step to move on, but froze when he spoke next.

      "Exactly." He groaned. "Which is why I'm torn. I want to, but I feel like—what can I offer her?"

      My mouth fell open. What was this now? Her? Who? Me? Offer me what? I backtracked and pressed my ear to the door.

      "Look, man, I know how you feel. Believe me. I went through the same, well a similar thing with Maple. I mean, the girl's smart and sweet and the head of the royal bakery… or was. But I felt like, who am I?"

      I strained to hear through the pause that followed.

      "What'd you do?"

      Wiley spoked again. "I just tried to be the best version of me—to be worthy of her." He chuckled. "Well, maybe half that, half tried to charm her to ignore all my faults. But hey—it worked. And besides, you're figuring it out—you've been baking for Jun's tea house and doing odd jobs."

      I nodded to myself. It was true. Hank had been experimenting with incorporating green tea flavors into our pastries and sold them to the tea house every few days. He'd been waking at the first hints of dawn, before anyone else in the house was up, to do it. He'd also been working odd jobs for the businesses around town—delivering flowers, milking the octopi for quill ink, doing intricate engravings for the jeweler. He didn't mind the early hours, or the hard work either. I grinned as I thought about his seemingly endless curiosity—he always came back around midday and gushed about everything he'd learned that morning. He kept the money he earned in a jar on the windowsill of our room. It was nearly full of gold coins. He'd been especially sly about not telling me what he was saving up for.

      I gasped—a thought suddenly popping into my head. He was saving up… wanting to do something but doubting what he had to offer me…. Was he going to—

      I stopped myself, not even allowing the thought to fully form. I pursed my lips and blew out a slow breath, willing my wildly churning thoughts to slow down. I couldn't jump to conclusions—especially ones that made me want to squeal and throw happy punches in the air. Because how disappointed would I be if I were wrong? I straightened, lifted my chin, and continued on down the hallway.

      "You done stalking your man?"

      I jumped. I'd forgotten Iggy was there in my hand. I kept my chin up. "Yes."

      Iggy snickered. "Are you freaking out about what you heard?"

      "Me? Freak out? Psh." I waved my free hand, jogging down the stairs. I had to talk to Maple—immediately!
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      I flew into the still-empty lobby, padded across the smooth wooden floor, and slid open the sliding door. SLICK. I closed it behind me and made my way down the hallway toward the bathhouse. "Anybody home?" Doors lined the way, but no one answered until I slid open the door to the bathhouse. "Maple?"

      Annie, her gray hair pulled back by a red handkerchief, squatted in a fluffy cream-colored towel behind a similarly dressed little old lady from the village. They both crouched with their knees up under their underarms, facing the bathing pools. Steam curled up from the still, clear water, and the sliding door to the back garden had been thrown open to let in the sunshine and cool breeze. Annie, her hands covered by beige sisal mitts, scrubbed the old lady's upper back.

      "Oh. Sorry." I half-turned away. "I didn't mean to interrupt."

      Annie and the little old lady, Miho, turned their faces toward me.

      "Oh, it's fine." Annie waved a mitted hand. "Nothing you haven't seen before."

      "Oh… we've seen a lot more," Iggy grumbled.

      It was true. Annie and Miho had become fast friends, though I'd never even heard Miho speak. I had no idea what they talked about… if they talked at all. But a couple times a week, they scrubbed each other here at the bathhouse, often wearing much, much less than the towels they currently sported. Miho had also gotten Annie and Rhonda to join in on the weekly mah jong game with her and her little old lady friends. It was cute—except for when you popped into the bathhouse and saw more than you'd bargained for.

      Annie flashed a smile as she continued to rub her mitts in circles over Miho's back and shoulders. "I think Miho and I are trendsetters." She tipped her head to the side.

      My eyes followed her gesture. Rini, Jiji's fluffy white cat with mismatched eyes, sat right at the edge of one of the rectangular, steamy pools. Her eyes drooped half-closed and I could hear her purring from across the room as Cat, Maple and Wiley's weird little monster of a pet, crouched behind her, running his monkey paws in circles around her back.

      Iggy made a disgusted noise. "He's mimicking Annie."

      My stomach turned. "Clever girl."

      Iggy frowned up at me. "He's a boy."

      I grinned. "Jurassic Park? Never mind."

      I bowed out of there and closed the door behind me, then padded around the first floor toward the kitchen. As I neared it, the heavenly scent of chocolate wafted toward me and my mouth instantly watered. I floated in, my nose in the air. "Sea snakes, what are you making?" I moaned. "Do you need taste testers?"

      My eyes lit on the big mixing bowl of fudgy batter and Maple snatched it out of reach just before I grabbed it.

      "Hey. I was going to dip my finger in that."

      She flashed her bright blue eyes at me. "I know." She jerked her head behind her.

      "Oh." I hadn't even noticed Jiji when I first came in. I bowed to the sweet old lady who’d been kind enough to let our whole gang stay with her these last several weeks. "Good afternoon, Jiji."

      She smiled, creases forming at the corners of her twinkling eyes, and bowed back. "Hello, Imogen. I hear you've been up to more mischief."

      I leaned against the butcher block island. "That's an exaggeration."

      I waved it off but she eyed me doubtfully. "Mm-hmm."

      I clicked my tongue. "Jiji! You don't believe me?"

      She shook her curly white-haired head as she chuckled. "Nope. I know you too well now."

      I grinned and looked the counter over for a place to set Iggy's lantern. Despite the tidy, minimalist decor throughout the rest of the guest house, the kitchen was an explosion of chaos. I shoved a dirty cast iron pan to the side and set Iggy's lantern down in its place. Jiji, drying her hands with a pale green towel, moved past and gently slid the pan back into place, moving Iggy's lantern to the side. I bit my lip and looked to Maple for her reaction.

      My friend kept her eyes resolutely on her mixing bowl as she slowly poured a pitcher of steaming coffee in, and a wooden spoon magically mixed it into the runny chocolate batter. A muscle jumped in Maple's jaw and it wasn't until Jiji bowed out of the kitchen, off to run an errand in town, that Maple let out the breath she'd been holding.

      She plunked the pitcher down on the countertop with a disgruntled sigh. "Ugh!" She turned to face me as the enchanted spoon continued to mix the batter, dragging her batter-speckled hands through her hair and tugging back the blonde wisps that had flown free of her milkmaid braid. "I can't handle it anymore. Look at this place." She swept a hand around the messy kitchen. Dirty dishes piled high in the deep farmhouse sink by the window, and baskets of utensils and random produce sat scattered around the counters and even hung from the peaked ceiling. Spoons and ladles dangled from racks and hooks on the wall, and jars of home-canned goods crowded the spaces between. Even most of the drawers and cabinets burst open, overfull.

      "You want me to burn it all down and we can start fresh?" Iggy curled his lip back. "You should see the inside of the oven." His flames shuddered.

      Maple lifted her apron and buried her face in it, shaking her head. "I know I'm a horrible person. I know she's taken us in and we'd be monster meat without her, but—"

      She dropped the apron and turned her wide eyes to me. "But the kitchen is a pig's sty and the worst part is, she acts like each thing has its place! Like she wants it this way! I can't tell you how many times I've cleaned this whole place up till it's practically shining, only to come back hours later and it—it looks like this." She swept an arm out and whimpered, then buried her face in her apron again.

      I couldn't hold back a chuckle. I stepped closer and wrapped my friend in a tight hug. "I know. We just have to do our best to be patient until—" I racked my brain. Until we found a way off the island? Would we ever? What if we were stuck here? Would we ever have our own place? I gulped. "Until we all get settled and figure things out."

      She nodded against my shoulder.

      Figure things out—the phrase jogged my memory and I leaned back, suddenly excited all over again. I squeezed her shoulders, and she lifted her red face. "What?"

      I looked around, checking that we were still alone. "I was just upstairs, and Hank was talking to Wiley and…."

      She lifted a blonde brow and her face lit up. "And what?"

      "And…" I giggled. "And I think Hank's thinking of—"

      "Hey, ladies!"

      I jumped and we both whirled toward the doorway. Wiley sauntered in, plucked an orange from a hanging basket, and began to peel it. Hank walked in behind him, and his face lit up when he saw me. My talk with Maple would have to wait for another time.

      My stomach fluttered and I bit my lip. "Hi."

      "Hi." Hank gave me a lopsided grin as he came up and wrapped his arms around me. I melted into his warm, solid embrace. "I missed you today."

      He kissed the top of my head and hugged me tighter. "I missed you too. I just had to get some bakes done for the tea house. Oh!" He held up a finger and fished an oval-shaped object wrapped in wax paper from his pocket and held it out to me. He grinned. "I saved you a biscotti."

      "Yes!" I snatched it from him, then rose on my toes to plant a kiss on his cheek. He'd been dipping their ends in a delicious matcha glaze he invented. "They're my favorite."

      He winked. "I know. I'll head out with you and the guards tomorrow, okay?"

      "Oh. That reminds me." I leaned back from him and turned to Maple and Wiley.

      He dipped his finger in the runny batter and Maple swatted his hand away. She beamed, though, when he tasted her creation and closed his eyes. "Oh, this is good."

      "All right, feeling like a fifth wheel here!" Iggy lifted his little flame arms. "Enough with the cuddling and the making eyes." He rolled his.

      I chuckled. "Fine. I was going to say, Jun has something he wants to talk to us about tonight at our spot. Everyone in?"

      Hank nodded. "Definitely. I wonder what it is?"

      Maple bit her lip as Wiley snuck another taste of the batter behind her back. "I hope it's something that gets me out of this kitchen—I need some space."

      Wiley moaned as he licked his finger. "Mmm. What is this?"

      She turned. "Hey!" She shooed him away from the bowl. "It's just an experiment. I'm making a chocolate coffee bundt cake with a matcha glaze."

      I licked my lips. "Yeah, I'm gonna need to try that."

      I reached for the bowl, but Maple scooped it into her arms and hugged it tight to her. "Get out of here—all of you!" She grinned, but pushed us all toward the door.

      "Wait."

      "What?" Maple lifted a brow.

      "Did I mention I went to the Badlands Army camp today?"

      Maple's mouth fell open and Hank and Wiley spun to face me.

      Hank looked me over, his brows pinched. "You're all right?" He gripped my shoulders. "They didn't hurt you?"

      I nodded, then grinned at Maple. "And I'll tell you all about it… for a spoonful of that." I pointed at the bowl in her arms.

      She groaned, but moved the bowl back to the kitchen island. "Deal… if you can find a clean spoon."
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      My left cheek had gone numb, so I shifted on the hard round stool and it swiveled under me. I grabbed the edge of the tall counter for balance, and Hank, sitting on the stool to my right, glanced over.

      He grinned. "You haven't even finished your beer and you're already falling over?"

      I swatted at his arm and chuckled. "I just lost my balance."

      Still grinning, he pushed the paper tray of salted edamame toward me. I shook my head. "No. I'm going to wait for my chicken." I didn't want to fill up on beer and appetizers. Not with the juicy smell of skewered chicken on the grill wafting to my nose. My mouth watered and I swallowed.

      "Hey, witches!"

      I turned at the familiar voice. Francis and Rhonda sauntered, arm in arm, up to our favorite yakitori stand. Well, Francis floated up, the toes of his black leather brogues dangling just above the shiny stone road. It had drizzled earlier, and now the road gleamed wet, and all the golden lights and lamps that lit this busy area of the night market shone with a happy halo around them.

      They ducked in under the short red curtains that hung around the square food stand at our backs. It lent the space the feeling of being inside a tent. I waved and gave Rhonda a hug, then smiled and nodded hi to the vampire. They made their way around the four sides of the square stand, saying their hellos.

      Currently, my friends and I were the only diners at the stand. Rhonda and Francis slid onto two empty stools next to Sam and Captain Kenta, directly across from Hank and me. Though the stall was small, the chef and owner, Mr. Watabe, worked in the open square space in the middle of the counters. Smoke rose from his grills, where wooden skewers of chicken, beef, pork, and fish sizzled. It all made it pretty impossible to speak to anyone on the other side without shouting.

      Rhonda cupped her hands to her mouth, her gold, teal, and purple nails glittering in the soft light from the overhead paper lanterns. "I heard you ran into your brother today." Bats flitted through the air behind her.

      I lifted a brow and exchanged a surprised glance with Hank. I turned back to Rhonda. "How did you know about that?"

      She smiled beatifically and waved a hand toward her forehead. "I know much."

      Iggy, sitting on the counter in front of me in his lantern, scoffed. "Yeah, okay."

      I grinned. "I didn't see Horace. But I got to meet his right-hand man, Leo. He took me to the camp."

      Mr. Watabe worked quickly, flipping skewer after skewer to grill the other side. His hands never stopped, but he shot me a side-eyed look. I was sure it wasn't fun having people shout over you. Small ceramic pitchers hovered over to Rhonda and Francis and magically poured them tiny glasses of sake.

      "Sorry," I mouthed.

      His lips pulled into a smile and he wiped his hands on a towel.

      "I'll fill you in soon, okay?"

      Rhonda nodded and gave me a double thumbs-up, while Francis looked down his sharp nose at the menu. Wiley, who sat beside Hank with Maple on his other side, leaned forward and crossed his arms on the crowded countertop. It wasn't big to begin with and was littered with bottles of delicious sauces, our glasses of beer and sake, jars of chopsticks, and little dishes with the shells of edamame.

      "So, this Leo guy." Wiley raised his brows at me. "You trust him?"

      I frowned, thinking it over. "Well, he did pull me from the river—if he intended to hurt me, he could easily have let me drown. And he escorted me back to town safely."

      Hank nodded, his deep blue eyes on the counter in front of him. "Right, right." A smile played at the corners of his mouth. "So glad I wasn't there for your near-death experience and forest adventure with a stranger."

      I tilted my head and shot him a look.

      He reached over and took my hand. "I'm teasing—kind of. I worry about you…, but I'm working on trusting that you can take care of yourself."

      Iggy's eyes narrowed and his voice came out high-pitched. "Can she though?"

      I clicked my tongue. "Hey."

      Maple leaned around Wiley. "I'm worried too! I can't believe you almost drowned."

      A groan sounded and I glanced to my left. Misaki sat on the other side of the corner from me with Jun beside her and Ben beside him. The young guard dragged his hands through his perfectly styled black spikes, all the way down through the long "party in the back."

      He winced. "I'm really sorry I made you slosh out into the middle of the river like that to splash me back."

      Maple clicked her tongue. "Ben. You know you can't tease her like that, you could goad her into anything."

      My mouth dropped open.

      But Ben's cheeks flushed bright pink and he dipped his chin. "Sorry, Maple." His eyes flitted to her fair face, his schoolboy crush written all over his lovesick glance.

      Wiley looked between the two, his eyes twinkling with mirth, then slid a long arm around my friend's shoulders. "Don't be so hard on him—we all know Imogen's a walking disaster." He winked at me.

      I planted my hands on my hips, though in the tight space I had to keep my elbows close to my sides. "Hey!"

      "Wait." Hank lifted a thick brow. "I thought you slipped."

      Heat flushed to my face and I looked down. "I did… while I was trying to chase after Ben."

      Hank threw his head back and laughed, a deep sound. He pressed the heels of his big hands to his eyes and I looked up at him, unsure. He shook his head, then dragged his hands through his dark waves. "Life with you will never be boring, will it?"

      I smiled, my lips pressed tight together. There was something about the way he'd said that—something about his confidence that we would have a life together—that made little sparkles of happiness fly around inside me.

      "If she manages to not fall into a monster's mouth, or follow a stranger to her doom, or set the kitchen on fire, or—" Iggy ticked off the possible methods of my self-inflicted demise on his flaming fingers.

      "Hey." I shot him a flat look. "That last one went too far."

      Iggy frowned, then his mouth stretched into a wide smile. "Oh, that's right. I forgot you actually did burn down your entire apartment building. Ha!" He devolved into cackles, which my friends fought for a moment, then joined in on.

      I folded my arms across my chest and shook my head. "Can't get no respect around here."

      Hank, still chuckling, nudged my shoulder with his, and I couldn't hold back my grin anymore. "Alright, I may be a little accident prone."

      Iggy cleared his throat. "I'm hungry."

      I sniffed. "You're lucky I feed you anything, the way you talk about me."

      He shrugged as I fished a sleeve of chopsticks out of the jar, then broke them apart and handed them to my magical flame. He munched on one end. "I only speak the truth."

      I rolled my eyes, but forgot all my complaints when Mr. Watabe turned to our counter, small white plates in his hands. My mouth watered as he dished out the steaming skewers to Maple, Wiley, Hank, and me, the counter completely packed. Some dishes had to magically hover around our heads, but I didn't care—just made for easier access to my mouth. We bowed our thanks, then dug in.

      I glanced to my left, at Misaki and the other guards who still didn't have their skewers, but they'd told me before that it was a food stand rule—you didn't wait for the others, you ate while it was hot. I lifted my skewer and leaned forward, taking a bite of my slightly blackened chicken. I sucked in some air to cool it off.

      "Ah." I pulled in breath around the bite. "Hot."

      Hank shook his head, smiling as he waited patiently for his to cool off enough to eat. That was not my M.O. Mine was more, “eat now, deal with burned mouth later.”

      "So." Jun clapped his hands together as Mr. Watabe went back to tending to his grill. "Now that we're all here, I wanted to let everyone know that I and the rest of our unit will be heading out of town tomorrow."
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      I looked up from my yakitori and raised my brows, my mouth full. "Rearry?"

      Misaki took a sip of beer, then set down her glass. "Yep. We're headed to Umiru. It's a seaside onsen town."

      Hank cleared his throat. "I'm still so surprised at how many towns and people there are here on the island." He shook his head and his voice came out quieter. "We were led to believe it was uninhabited."

      Misaki grumbled. "Your father would want you all to think that, wouldn't he."

      Hank's eyes grew large and he watched her intently. "You're sure he knew?"

      The guard lifted a thick, straight brow. "Ask my grandma. But there were plenty of people who said your father personally visited the island multiple times. We used to be more connected to the rest of the magical world—till one day, they cut us off and sent all the monsters here." She took a long swig of her golden drink.

      I reached over and squeezed Hank's forearm. Color had risen into his neck and his throat bobbed, his eyes on the counter but not really seeing. "I can't believe what lows my father is capable of. I shouldn't be surprised anymore, but…."

      "Hey, he tricked everyone, not just you."

      He shook his head. "He must've erased the island from the maps, and the minds of everyone in power who knew about it, and over the last thirty years people just… forgot."

      "What a dillweed." Wiley slammed a fist on the counter and our plates rattled. He grimaced. "Sorry. I just get so angry when I think that so many people were killed and hurt and for what? A few losers who wanted even more power?" He glanced at Hank. "No offense."

      Hank raised his brows and scoffed. "None taken. He is a dillweed."

      On the other side of the stand, Sam pushed his thick glasses up his nose. He raised his voice to be heard over the sizzling food and the chatter from the crowd that milled the night market around us. "I wouldn't mind sssome ssseaweed."

      Misaki cleared her throat. "Back to our trip to Umiru…."

      "Sorry," Hank, Wiley, Maple, and I chorused as one.

      Jun chuckled. "Don't be. It's just, we're all going down to the seaside for the manta monster migration and—"

      "The what now?" I took another bite of chicken and closed my eyes. Delicious… or should I say, oishi.

      "They're like even bigger, giant manta rays!" Ben spread his arms wide and nearly knocked Jun's beer over. He winced and shot a self-conscious glance at Maple.

      "The people in Umiru have a festival every summer to watch and celebrate their migration around the southern tip of the island. Thank you." Misaki bowed at Mr. Watabe as he handed her a plate piled with skewers. He handed more off to Jun and Ben.

      Jun nodded and lifted a skewer of fish to his mouth, pausing to speak. "The creatures themselves glow, but they also attract tiny glowing magical plankton that live off them. When the manta monsters swim and fly through the air, they trail the glowing plankton."

      Ben had a dreamy look in his eyes as he munched on a mouthful. "Ig's bootiful."

      "Oh, yeah." Iggy opened his eyes wide. "What wouldn't be beautiful about a sea churning with bacteria."

      I shot him a look, then turned to the guards. "It sounds really magical. So you're going down to watch?"

      Misaki shook her head and held a hand to cover her mouth as she spoke through her food. "To guard."

      "The glowing plankton attract a lot of hungry fish, which encourages a lot of fisherman to head out into the water. But"—Jun tipped his head to the side—"the little fish attract much bigger fish… and monsters. So the guard heads down every year to lend a hand on the boats. We protect the fishermen and their catches from bigger predators."

      My stomach tightened and I set my skewer down next to an empty one on my plate. "That sounds scary."

      Misaki shrugged. "Eh." She took another bite. I shook my head at her in awe. Alright, Wonder Woman.

      "It's actually kind of fun." Jun grinned. "The festival's a good time, and summer at the beach? What more could you want?" Jun's smile faded and he laced his hands together. "The only problem is, my family's tea shop needs to deliver a huge order while we're down there."

      Hank raised his brows. "Is tea a large part of the festival?"

      Jun shook his head. "No, it's for all the onsens. They do tea baths and pools." He grinned. "And it takes a lot of tea to brew a cup big enough to hold several people."

      Misaki chuckled but rolled her eyes, and continued to munch on her yakitori.

      "We can escort the shipment there," Jun continued. "But once we arrive, we'll be working night shifts and I won't have time to do the deliveries."

      Misaki looked up. "In years past, we've had enough guards that we take shifts, so some of us get a couple nights off to enjoy the festivities." Her face darkened. "But with everything that happened with Kai and… Sora and Reo, we're understaffed. The other units are needed here in Kusuri, so we'll be working the whole time, and Jun's not going to have any time off to make deliveries."

      I nodded. "That's too bad."

      Jun took a deep breath, his eyes tight. "My parents have talked like they're going to make the journey and do the deliveries themselves, but my mom's health isn't great and I'm worried if she—"

      I cut him off. "No, she shouldn't have to do that." I glanced to my right at Hank, Wiley, and Maple, then back to Jun. "Why don't we tag along and do the deliveries for you?"

      Maple let out a sigh. "Oh, I'd love a change of scenery."

      I glanced at her—she looked desperate, her brows pulled up in the middle. She must really hate having to share that cramped little kitchen.

      Jun let out a heavy breath and looked relieved. "Really?"

      I nodded.

      "I was hoping you'd offer." He grinned. "It should only take a day, and then you can all enjoy the rest of the weekend and the festival."

      I smiled at Hank, then Jun and Misaki. "It sounds lovely."

      Jun, all smiles, dug into his yakitori in earnest. The steam from the skewer fogged his glasses.

      Misaki leaned over. "You think the rest of your gang will be up for it?"

      I glanced through the smoke that filled the center of the square where Mr. Watabe cooked. Yann, Annie, Sam, Rhonda, and Francis all happily chatted and sipped at their sake. My lips quirked to the side. It was surprising to me that, in just over a month, the place had started to feel like a second home. Our gatherings at the food stand reminded me of our happy hours at the Rusted Wreck back in Bijou Mer—though Mr. Watabe had way better food.

      I nodded. "I'm sure they'll be up for a trip to the beach." That, too, would be like our seaside village back in the Water Kingdom. My stomach tightened with a wave of homesickness.

      "Good." Misaki grinned. "We'll stay at the Doragon Spa. It's a resort."

      Hank and I exchanged looks. He lifted a brow. "Sounds fancy."

      She nodded and took a swig of beer, her foamy glass nearly empty. "It's the nicest, most famous onsen in Umiru. The owner, Miss Sara, is family friends with my grandma and she always sets aside a room for us guards."

      "Wow. That's nice of her."

      Misaki set her glass down. "Yep. It'll be a little tight with all of us, but we'll sleep during the day anyway, so you guys can have the rooms to yourselves at night."

      Maple gripped Wiley's arm. "Oh, I'm so excited."

      Misaki grinned. "And you have to try some of the spa treatments."

      My head whipped around to look at Maple and we exchanged gleeful looks. I balled my hands into fists and glanced over at my friends across the way. "I can't wait to tell everyone."

      Iggy sniffed. "As if our famous seer doesn't already know." He imitated her, touching a flaming arm to the center of his forehead.

      I waved a hand. "Oh hush."

      As if right on cue, Rhonda slapped her hand to her glowing forehead and would've toppled backwards off her stool if Francis hadn't thrown a lithe arm around her shoulders. She remained motionless, her eyes unseeing for several long seconds.

      "Do you think she heard me?" Iggy whispered, grimacing. Rhonda sucked in a breath and slumped, her chest heaving.

      "Woo. That was a doozy." She fanned herself as Francis steadied her. Even Mr. Watabe paused his constant work to listen, and the bottles and spatulas magically buzzing around his head froze as well.

      "What'd you get from the beyond?" Wiley leaned forward.

      Rhonda brushed her braids back from her face and cleared her throat. Her voice still came out as stuffed-up-sounding as ever. "I saw bacteria…"

      I lifted my brows at Hank. The glowing bacteria, maybe?

      "…and received a warning." Rhonda raised her brows and looked dramatically around the food stand at each person. "Beware the street food stall."

      Everyone remained motionless as her words hung in the air. I glanced down at my skewers, picked clean. My nostrils flared. Hank cleared his throat, clearly uncomfortable, and Iggy burst out laughing.

      "Oh." Rhonda chuckled and smiled and patted Mr. Watabe's hand where it rested on the counter in front of her. "Oh, I'm sure the spirits didn't mean this street food stall."

      He grumbled and turned back to his grill. As soon as he'd turned from her, Rhonda grimaced, grabbed her plate of skewers, and tossed them over her shoulder into the crowd of shoppers behind her.

      "Hey!" someone yelled.

      Rhonda whistled innocently.

      "Oh, I should probably mention." Misaki continued to munch on her skewers, apparently unfazed by Rhonda's prediction. Conversation gradually started up among my friends again. The guard kept her eyes on her plate as she continued, off-handedly, "Miss Sara, the spa owner… you might hear some people around town call her the 'black widow.’ Don't worry about it, but I just didn't want you to be caught off guard."

      I frowned at Iggy, who looked as concerned as I felt.

      I scratched the back of my neck, where some curly, loose tendrils had escaped from my bun. "And uh… why do they call her the black widow?" I tried to match Misaki's casual tone.

      She shrugged. "Three of her husbands and several other lovers of hers have all died under what some might consider mysterious circumstances." She took a bite and worked it over, then spoke. "But I've known her all my life, and she's awesome. It's all just small town gossip." She scoffed and I scoffed back, waving it off. My gaze swiveled to Iggy's and we exchanged wide-eyed grimaces.

      "Oh," Iggy squeaked. "Goody, we get to stay with her?"
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      We headed for Umiru the next day. Hank, one of the few of us who was good on a horse, rode up ahead next to Misaki and Jun, while the rest of us rode in the back of the cart that carried the big baskets of tea leaves. I sniffled and wiped my nose as I eyed one. I'd been sneezing my head off since we'd climbed into the cart in the gray light of the early morning. I had a sneaking suspicion I was allergic to the tea leaves.

      I kept an eye out as we passed through the dense, green forest but saw no sign of Horace or Leo or any of the many members of the Badlands Army. Still, I wondered if they were out there, watching.

      We left Kusuri early, and it took most of the day to reach the seaside town. Sam, who rode in the front seat beside our driver, Kenta, gasped when we left the shade of the trees. I rose to my knees, as did Maple beside me, and turned to see what had startled our shifter friend.

      Maple gasped too, and a huge smile spread across my face as I took in the sight below. Our horses began carefully picking their way down the cliffside road, while below the golden, late afternoon sun sparkled on the surface of the crystal clear blue water below. Waves lapped at a white sandy beach and a gentle breeze blew the fresh, salty scent of the sea to us. I threw my head back and took a deep breath through my nose, the sun warming my face.

      "Sands below." Annie had risen to her feet behind us, holding Yann's arm for balance. They swayed with the rocking of the cart. She laughed. "We're in paradise!"

      I turned to Maple, full of glee, and grabbed her hands. "And we're going to get massages."

      Her eyes sparkled. "And facials!"

      Wiley rubbed his hands together as Cat scampered up his leg to perch on top of his head. "Maybe I'll try surfing."

      The scene below kept us all rapt as we switch-backed down the cliffside road, dotted with green shrubs that waved in the ocean breeze. Colorful tents lined the boardwalk and pier, and a wide street crowded with hotels and spas bustled with tourists and merchants with their food stalls and carts selling trinkets. Children tore down the beach, trailing kites that looked like rainbow manta rays, their wings magically flapping, and the pounding thumps of big, deep drums reached our ears.

      Francis, who sat hovering beside Rhonda, lifted his pale face to the sky, then hid below the sleeve of his tuxedo jacket. How he could still be wearing a black suit in this humid heat was beyond me.

      I lifted a brow. "Francis, do you want to take your jacket off?"

      He cleared his throat and smoothed his long, black, oiled hair back. His long pale fingers looked blindingly white in comparison. "I think I will need all the sun protection I can get, thank you."

      I glanced at Maple, my brows pulled together, then back to the vampire. "Uh, true." I pointed at his nose. "You're already getting a little pink."

      "Dear." He blinked at Rhonda. "Would you mind reapplying the sun spell for me?"

      "Mm-hmm." Rhonda, her gaze laser focused on something below, waved a hand absently, her bright nails glittering in the sunlight. "In just a minute."

      I craned my neck. "What do you see?" Maple rose beside me, also following Rhonda's gaze.

      The seer let out a husky chuckle. "Third spa from the beach."

      I frowned and peered over the heads of the crowd to the third spa from the beach. "Okay…." What could be so fascinating? It had a black tiled roof and bright white walls.

      Rhonda's warm hands palmed my cheeks and she tilted my chin up a little and to the left. "The pool in the back."

      I squinted at the walled-in area, a round steaming pool, and… the dozen or so naked men strolling about and lounging beside it. "Sea snakes!"

      I jerked back, and Hank and the other guards up front glanced back at me. I gave a little wave to show I was all right, then rounded on Rhonda. "That's just a bunch of naked guys, you perv!"

      Maple must've seen it just a moment after I did. She gasped and then sank down, leaning against one of the baskets of tea.

      "Where?" Annie gripped Yann's arm and rose on her toes, looking this way and that.

      I shook my head. "You're both pervs."

      Captain Kenta glanced back from the front seat, a grin on his goateed face. "Oh, don't be a prude."

      I gasped. "You too, huh?" I shook my head in mock disappointment. Then I glanced down at Maple. The color had drained from her cheeks and Wiley watched her, amused. I lifted a brow. "You okay down there?"

      She gave a short nod, her gaze far off, not really seeing anything. "I didn't expect… that."
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        * * *

      

      The sun hung low above the shimmering horizon when our horses trotted out onto the main street of Umiru. Drums pounded and bells chimed as dancers attracted crowds of clapping, cheering spectators, and the savory smells of grilled meat and fried stuff on sticks drifted to us from the food stalls scattered about. Moons and stars decorated the curtains of a fortune teller’s stall, and I grinned when Rhonda sniffed and lifted her nose at it.

      It was slow going, parting a way through the thick crowd that filled the wide street, but thankfully we didn't have far to go. The famous Doragon Spa loomed above us, the closest building to the long stretch of white sandy beach and the first one on the main street.

      The spa was a massive building with multiple tiers of roofs that made it difficult to tell just how many stories high it rose. The green scalloped tiles that patterned the swooping, curling roof levels reminded me of dragon scales. Red and gold lanterns and big bronze bells seemed to drip from it, the lights and chimes adding to the music and festivity of the celebration in the street.

      Misaki, Jun, and Hank reached the wide overhang that sheltered the doors to the spa first. They dismounted and workers in deep green cotton shirts and knickers rushed forward. They exchanged bows and then led the horses off, around the side of the building, heading, I imagined, toward the stables. More workers rushed forward from the two tall wooden doors studded with iron and bowed, then helped Sam and Kenta down from the driver seat. Hank, smiling, came around to the back. He and Yann handed Annie down from the cart, while Francis grabbed Rhonda's hands and floated her down. A few nearby children who'd been screaming and giggling moments before watched, dumbstruck.

      I rolled my eyes at Maple in faux annoyance. "Aaaannd they're already celebrities, and we've been here about five seconds."

      Rhonda overheard and patted my hand, her lips pressed tight together. "Some of us can't help that we've got that certain star power. It's both a gift—" She sighed. "—and a curse."

      I chuckled. "Yeah, yeah."

      I sat on the edge of the cart, my legs dangling, and Hank grabbed my waist and lifted me down. He stared down at me once my feet hit the ground, his handsome face surprisingly serious, then wrapped me in a hug. I sighed happily and nuzzled against his muscled chest.

      "You know—" He hugged me tighter. "—I think we're actually going to get to enjoy a vacation together this time."

      I jerked back and held up a finger. "Hey. Don't jinx us. You know something always happens."

      A huge smile spread across his face and I couldn't help being a little dazzled. "As long as we're together."

      I chuckled up at him as the cart pulled away from us, driven by the spa workers. "Someone's in a good mood." The crowd flowed by us, the air filled with laughter, clapping, music.

      "How could I not be? This place is amazing and… I'm here with you." He licked his lips and stared down his big, straight nose at me. "But really, I felt like we needed this—I needed it." He shrugged. "I've been so in my head, trying to figure out what's next for me…" He looked down and spoke quieter. "For us." His eyes darted to mine, a small smile playing at the corner of his mouth.

      My breath caught. There was something about his tone, the way he held me so close—something different.

      "I've been wanting to talk to you about—"

      "Hey, guys!" Jun waved from the doorway. He jerked his head. "Come on in, I want you to meet Miss Sara."

      I blinked. All our friends had already gone inside, and I hadn't even noticed, I was so wrapped up in talking with Hank. I giggled up at him, expecting to see the same bashfulness on his face at being so lost in each other, but instead he only nodded, a half smile on his lips and disappointment in his eyes.

      I took his hand and squeezed it as I led the way to the doors. "You and I are going to have lots of time to talk and"—I grinned and lifted a brow—"do other things this weekend, so don't be pouty."

      He grinned in earnest at my teasing and let me lead him inside.
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      Though the green tiles and dark wood trim of the exterior had seemed imposing, the interior was full of space and light. The lobby rose above us, stories tall.

      Enchanted glowing fish swam about just below the ceiling and cast a soft, shifting light on the gleaming wood floor. A white marble check-in desk sat at the far end, staffed by several men and women in emerald green suits and skirts. A huge wall of windows stretched behind them, open to the beach and the shimmering sea beyond.

      I grinned up at Hank. "Woo, it's fancy."

      He nodded. "We're living large this weekend."

      We caught up to our friends, who waited in a short line behind a few families who were also checking in. Maple turned and handed me Iggy in his lantern.

      He scowled at me. "You forgot me. You were just going to let the horses take me while you made googly eyes at this one." He jerked his head at Hank.

      I opened my mouth to protest, but with a flush of embarrassment realized I had forgotten him. "Sorry." I turned to Maple and mouthed "thanks."

      She smiled and nodded, then Wiley caught her attention.

      I held Iggy up and his flames warmed my cheeks. "I'll make it up to you."

      He sniffed and folded his flaming arms. "How?"

      "I'll—" I racked my brain.

      "Have you ever tasted driftwood?" Hank lifted a brow.

      Iggy slowly turned toward him and dropped his arms. "No. Why?"

      "Oh." Hank opened his eyes wide, his hands shoved in his pockets. "Well, I hear it's delicious."

      "Really?" Iggy's fire brightened.

      We shuffled forward as the line moved. A hotel worker in green escorted a family with two small children down the hallway to the right.

      My flame narrowed his eyes. "How would you know?"

      Hank hiked his shoulders. "I've got my ear to the ground."

      Iggy, still suspicious, glared at him.

      Hank flashed his eyes at me and I jumped. "Oh! Oh yeah, no, it's true." I nodded at Iggy. "You might even like it better than cedar."

      Iggy looked down, mulling it over. His eyes flitted to Hank, then me. "And… you can find me some of this driftwood?"

      "Of course." Hank and I nodded emphatically.

      Iggy took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. He turned to me and blinked. "All right. You're forgiven."

      I grinned and pretended to wipe sweat off my brow. "Phew."

      "Just don't let it happen again."

      I let my arm hang at my side and winked at Hank. That'd been some pretty quick thinking on his part—I was impressed.

      "Oh!" I jumped as something brushed up against my arm. I turned as a short man carrying an enormous bouquet of flowers in a golden vase bustled by. The stems had pushed up against my arm, and a small white card fluttered to the ground. "Oh, you dropped something!"

      The man wrapped both arms around the wide vase and staggered under the weight of the flowers. He turned around and tried to peek at me through the dense foliage of grasses, bluebells, and pale pink roses, mixed with more exotic things like golden sea ferns, emerald green moss, red lacey sea whips, and starfish. It was an ocean-themed explosion of flowers.

      I dipped and scooped up the card. My curiosity got the best of me and I read it as the man teetered closer.

      

      Sara

      I apologize for my momentary lapse of judgment.

      The strength of my feelings got the best of me.

      Forgive me?

      N.S.

      

      I frowned at the card. It was for Miss Sara? The proprietress of the spa? And who was N.S.? They sounded like a romantic interest, but I was surprised anyone would be interested in a woman known around town as the black widow.

      Iggy leaned out his lantern and read the card as well. "Ooh. N.S. must've messed up bad to send that bouquet."

      The little man cleared his throat, and I looked up to find the spray of flowers in my face.

      "Oh, uh—" I leaned right, then left, trying to figure out a way to hand the card over. I spotted the little bamboo fork sticking out from the vase and fitted the card back into it. The man hurried off again, engulfed. A few startled workers, their eyes round, hurried over from behind the desk and helped settle the bouquet atop the tall marble ledge.

      The little man who'd delivered it backed away and doubled over, bracing with his hands on his thighs. A man in a green suit offered him a glass of water, which he took with a nod.

      We shuffled forward again, and Jun had nearly reached the front desk to check us in when a stunning woman who looked to be in her late forties marched into the lobby from the direction of the hotel. Her entrance caused a bit of a commotion. The workers at the front desk straightened their jackets and lifted their chins, while every other worker she passed folded into a deep bow. Her eyes landed on Jun, then Misaki, and her beautiful face lit up. She clapped her hands and strode over, her black heels clicking on the wood floor.

      "Misaki." She embraced the guard, then turned and hugged Jun. Her dark eyes sparkled, and her full lips pulled into a wide smile. "Welcome! And welcome to you all. Any friend of Misaki and Jun's is a friend of mine."

      Misaki turned down the line to face us. "Everybody, this is Miss Sara. She's been gracious enough to allow us to stay at her fabulous spa at a time when every room in town is probably booked up right now."

      Miss Sara clicked her tongue and waved it off.

      We all folded into bows, greeting her, then straightened. This was the black widow?
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      Miss Sara wore black (as I'd expect from a black widow) and though it was a simple, knee-length dress, she looked expensive and chic in it. But I'd imagined someone… older. Her shiny black hair was pulled into a bun at her nape. The only sign of her age was a streak of gray at her temple. But the freckles that dotted her high cheekbones and her bright grin gave her a girlish attractiveness.

      "I hope you'll be very comfortable here. And if you need anything, or have any concerns, just let a member of my excellent staff know, and they'll take great care of you." Miss Sara beamed at us, and it was hard not to beam back.

      She turned to Misaki. "Your horses are being seen to?"

      She nodded, her top knot bouncing. "Yep. And Mr. Sahi and his team already grabbed our luggage."

      "Perfect!" She clapped her slender hands together again. "And how is your grandma? Going strong as ever, I hope?"

      Misaki rolled her eyes. "Oh yeah. You can't make her stop—always up to something."

      "And little Fumi?"

      Misaki grinned. "Not so little anymore. She's into boys now."

      Miss Sara squeezed Misaki's forearm and gave her a serious stare, though a smile played at her lips. "Fortune help you."

      Misaki laughed, then glanced down the line of us. "Do you think you could help this lot get settled in? We've arrived a bit later than we anticipated, and need to go chat with the fishermen to form a plan for guarding the catch tonight."

      Ben gawked at her—the same dumbstruck look he usually reserved for Maple.

      "I'd be happy to." Sara bowed her head.

      "Thanks so much!" Misaki gave her another hug, then she and Jun headed our way.

      Sam, standing a few people in front of Hank and me, turned to Kenta. His glasses slipped down to the tip of his nose as he hung his head. "Be careful… out there, in the sssea."

      Kenta face flushed pink and he grinned at Sam. "I'm always careful." He gave my shifter friend a wink and Sam blushed. "I'll be happy to see you when I get back."

      I pressed my lips together, trying to hold in my smile. Awwww!

      Jun stopped and addressed Hank and Maple. He handed over a couple of sheets of parchment, names and addresses scribbled all over them with figures and prices. "Here's the list of deliveries, who gets what and how much they owe you. If you have any trouble finding these places, just ask Miss Sara for help."

      They took the papers and looked them over.

      Jun gestured between them. "I figured it'd go faster if you split up."

      Maple nodded as Wiley read over her shoulder.

      Hank lifted a brow. "Would you prefer we start this evening or—"

      Jun shook his head. "No. Get settled in. Enjoy yourselves." He smiled. "Tomorrow's fine." He looked seriously at my friends and me. "Thank you all again so much—I really appreciate this."

      I scoffed. "Are you kidding? We're happy to. Now go—talk to some fishermen."

      Misaki, Jun, Ben, and Captain Kenta waved their goodbyes and headed back out into the street. I turned back around and gasped when I caught sight of Yann. His eyes were glazed, his mouth hung slack and his chest heaved.

      "Yann, buddy." I dashed over to him as the others fell into conversation with Sara. He continued to stare, blank-faced, until I reached up and shook his firm shoulder.

      "Eh?" He blinked a few times, then glanced down at me, dazed. "What now?"

      I frowned in concern. "Are you all right?"

      "Oh yah." He turned from me and stared again.

      I looked to my friends, then back to him, wondering how serious this was. Should we call the magical medics? He seemed out of it and barely coherent. Then I caught the direction of his gaze. He stared straight at the beautiful Miss Sara. She laughed and his bushy red brows lifted in the center, his expression wistful.

      "Ooookay." I closed my mouth. I looked back and forth, from the charming, charismatic woman to my sick friend—lovesick. "Oh, Yann." I moved to stand in front of him, but he was tall enough that he continued to watch her over the top of my head, unhindered. I lifted my arm and waved my hand in front of his eyes.

      He glanced down at me, a question on his face. I shook my head, my heart heavy with sympathy, and lowered my voice to a whisper so that the others, chatting right behind me, wouldn't hear. "You've got it bad for her, huh?"

      His face went slack and two red circles formed on his cheeks. He dipped his eyes. "Eet ees dat obvious, huh?"

      I winced and stepped forward, taking his thick, freckled wrists. "I'm all for love at first sight, Yann, it's just…" I pulled my lips to the side and spoke in a barely audible whisper. "She's the black widow, remember?"

      His brows pulled together. "But surely someone so charming and lovely couldn't…."

      I arched a brow. "Remember Cordelia? She was beautiful and charming… and a murderer." I shook my head. "People are complicated. And maybe they are just bad rumors, but… I just don't want you to get hurt, okay?"

      "Yah." He nodded. "Tanks, Imogen. You are rrright. I must keep a clear head."

      I gave him a tight-lipped smile, then turned and we joined our friends. I glanced over as Yann immediately returned to a googly-eyed state. I'd never seen him like this, and it wasn’t like I wanted to dash his hopes of romance, but was it really a good idea to get involved with a woman rumored to have killed all of her many lovers? Then again, I trusted Misaki and Jun, and if they trusted Sara, then maybe I should too.
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      I sidled up beside Hank, and he glanced down at me, a twinkle in his eye. He took my hand and squeezed it and the knot of worry in my chest loosened a little. I let out a breath. We were here on vacation—an actual vacation. I needed to remember to relax, not jump to the worst conclusions.

      "And tomorrow night will be the highlight of the migration," Miss Sara was saying. "You'll have the best spot to watch from the beach, just outside the spa." She glanced around at all of us, a pleasant smile on her face, but lingered on Yann. Her dark eyes sparkled and a slight flush rose to her pale, freckled cheeks. I bit my cheek. Was she into Yann?

      Maple clasped her hands together. "That sounds so fun!"

      Wiley smiled down at her, Cat clinging to his head.

      Francis lifted his nose and looked around the hotel lobby. "Your hotel is delightfully refined. I must say, in my many, many years, I've rarely experienced such luxury."

      Sara peeled her gaze away from Yann and beamed at the vampire. She pressed a delicate hand to her chest. "I am honored by your compliment." She inclined her head in a bow. "I hope you shall be very comfortable here."

      "Oh." Rhonda chuckled. "I don't doubt it." Her eyes lit up. "I bet your robes are extra fluffy, aren't they?"

      Sara hid her laugh behind a hand. "The fluffiest."

      Rhonda nodded in appreciation. "I could get used to this."

      Francis covered his mouth with his long, pale fingers and yawned. "My apologies. You see, we're nocturnal creatures mostly, and up much past our bedtime."

      "Oh." Miss Sara turned and waved at one of the green-clad workers behind the desk. The man bowed and hurried over. "Hayata will show you to your room immediately."

      Francis bowed his head and took Rhonda's arm in his. "Thank you, Miss Sara."

      She turned to the rest of us. "Would you all care to go up to your room?"

      I glanced at Hank, then Maple. My stomach rumbled. "Actually." I bit my lip. "I'm a bit hungry—are there any places around you'd recommend for grabbing a bite?"

      Maple nodded. "And I'm dying to try some of the spa treatments."

      Hayata, the front desk worker, appeared at Sara's side and bowed to her again, then pivoted and bowed to all of us.

      "Please show these important guests to their room, Hayata."

      He dipped his head. "My pleasure, Miss Sara." He straightened and handed her a small white card. "Also, there's been a delivery for you." He tilted his head toward the enormous spray of flowers sitting on the desk.

      Sara froze, then glanced at the card. She paled and grew stony-faced, her jaw tight, then looked up and folded the card into a tiny square. She took a deep breath through her nose and stared off at nothing in particular, as though she was working hard to control her emotions. I lifted a brow. Wow. Whoever N.S. was must've messed up pretty badly—and by the looks of it, the flowers and the apology hadn't made up for it with Miss Sara.

      "After you're finished with our guests, please dispose of the flowers."

      Hayata's eyes widened for just a moment, then he bowed his head. "Of course."

      Sara lifted a hand. "On second thought…." She darted a look at the beautiful bouquet. "They are rather lovely. I'd hate to waste them. Why don't you have them delivered to the infirmary." She nodded and swallowed. "Perhaps the blooms can spread some cheer."

      Hayata bowed again, then motioned for Francis and Rhonda to follow him.

      "We'll catch up with you lot tonight?" Rhonda waved as she turned to follow her floating boyfriend toward the hallway.

      I nodded and waved. "For sure! Sleep well!"

      Francis turned and gave us a beauty pageant wave, and they were off.

      Miss Sara cleared her throat and smiled again, her expression more relaxed than it'd been a moment ago. "Back to your question, there are several wonderful restaurants nearby." She listed a ramen place for comfort food, a fancy sushi restaurant, and then hesitated, licked her lips, and seemed a bit strained. "And of course, there are all the food stalls. Better Than OKonomiyaki, located on the pier, is delicious." She spoke the last part somewhat flatly, as though it were a script she'd memorized.

      "Oh, thanks. Those sound great." I nodded, though I searched her face, confused by the change of tone.

      She grinned, relaxed again as she turned to Maple. "And please, enjoy full use of the spa. And you'll all have to try our signature Doragon Sand Bath."

      Maple and I grinned at each other and she turned to the owner. "A sand bath? What is that?"

      Miss Sara smiled and nodded to the open doorway behind us. "Head that way, out onto the beach. Go down the wooden walk to all the tiny green umbrellas." Her eyes sparkled. "You'll find out when you get there."

      That sounded… intriguing. Was it like quicksand?

      A woman in a green skirt suit and heels clicked over to us and stood a bit apart, waiting to catch Miss Sara's attention. She bowed deeply and spoke in hushed tones. "There's been a request for an interview with you, Miss Sara, by our special guest?"

      Sara's jaw tightened again, but she maintained her composure as she turned to us. "I must attend to business, but don't hesitate to ask me or any of the staff if there is anything we can do to make you more comfortable." She smiled at all of us, but her gaze drifted to big, burly Yann and lingered there. "I hope you'll have a delightful stay."
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      After we left the Doragon Spa, we headed out to the boardwalk made of smooth, even wooden planks. The delicious smells of fried food and cooking meat made my mouth water, but we held out on buying anything until we reached the pier and found the stall Miss Sara had recommended.

      As I stood in front of Better Than OKonomiyaki, with its red-and-white-striped tarp and short counter with three stools pulled up to it, my shoulders slumped.

      "Closed?" I pressed my hands to my noisy, aching stomach and read the sign that hung beside one of the lanterns. "But—I'm so hungry!"

      "I'm sure the owner did it just to spite you." Iggy rolled his eyes and crossed his arms. "By the way, I haven't forgotten about a certain promise of driftwood."

      I pouted and my eyes slid to Hank, who stood beside me. He couldn't hold back a laugh when he saw my face. "You didn't even look this distraught when Tar attacked Calloon."

      "Yeah, well, I'd probably had lunch that day." I sighed through my nose.

      Hank squeezed my shoulders from behind and leaned down so his cheek touched mine. "There are food stalls literally as far as the eye can see."

      I grinned. "Yeah. Good point. I want the closest fried thing on a stick."

      Minutes later, we strolled happily along the boardwalk back to the spa. I held a stack of fried onion rings on a stick in my left hand, and a barbequed chicken leg in my right. At least I thought it was a chicken leg. Hank had been kind enough to carry Iggy for me, our shoulders brushing as we strolled close together.

      I took a bite from the smoky chicken leg and munched happily as I turned to gaze out at the sparkling ocean. The sky had turned a beautiful pink and gold as the sun dipped lower over the horizon, and a salty breeze blew my bangs back from my face.

      Maple and Wiley walked together up ahead, their hands linked and arms swinging, cones of ice cream in their free hands. Sam and Annie walked behind them, the older woman's arm hugged around his shoulders.

      I bit off a chunk of the onion rings and savored the greasy, crunchy snack. We passed sunbathers, kids building sand sculptures shaped like monsters, and teenagers splashing about and wrestling in waist-deep water. Seagulls cawed and swooped overhead and the gentle rush of the waves and cheerful laughter and chatter of passersby filled the air. I took a deep breath—I could get used to this.

      Hank and I strolled slowly along, and soon the others had outdistanced us. I felt his eyes dart my way a few times, and he cleared his throat.

      Grinning, I looked over. "Yes?" I tilted my head. "If you're about to say something about the barbeque sauce all over my chin, I know it's there, but I'm just going to have to be okay with that until I finish these." I held up my hands, full of food.

      Hank laughed, then frowned at me. "Yeah. It's kind of everywhere." He blinked, and magically my chin felt clean of the sticky sauce.

      "Oh, hey." I smiled. "Thanks." I lifted up my half-eaten chicken leg. "You're going to have to do that a few more times though, I think. I've got a lot more chicken to eat."

      "Chicken?" Iggy scoffed. "You think that's chicken? It's the size of your forearm."

      I scrunched up my nose and looked at Hank for support. "A big chicken?"

      He winced and shook his head. "I assumed it was some kind of monster."

      I blinked at the bone in my hand. "Oh." Suddenly I wasn't as hungry.

      Hank cleared his throat again, glanced at Iggy, then me. "I uh—I was actually hoping to talk to you about something soon." His eyes darted to Iggy again, and he lifted a thick brow at me, playfully. "Alone."

      Iggy sniffed. "Rude."

      Hank smiled, and I could tell he was trying to act casual, his hands tucked in his pockets, his tone light. But a tightness lingered around his eyes, which held an expression I found hard to read. He worried at his lips, and with surprise I wondered if it was fear.

      "Yeah, um, of course." I frowned, but tried for a light tone. "Is it serious?"

      He chuckled and tilted his head side to side noncommittally.

      My stomach tightened. Okay—now I was scared. I opened my mouth to ask him to just talk to me now, when Yann lumbered up from behind us and let out a heavy sigh.
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      I lifted my brows, and Hank and I eased apart to let him through. My stomach clenched with guilt—I'd totally forgotten about Yann. Man, I felt like a pretty terrible friend. Not only was he lovesick, but I'd probably made him feel like a—I did some quick math—like an eighth wheel.

      Hank looked him up and down, a little crease between his brows. "Are you feeling all right?"

      I bit my lip. Shoot. In my hunger and excitement to be by the seaside, I'd forgotten to fill Hank in on my discussion with Yann about Miss Sara.

      "Yaahhh…." Yann's sing-songy voice trailed off and he hung his head. "But I've been da better."

      Hank glanced past him toward me and flashed his eyes. I winced. I had no free hand so I slid up beside the big bear of a man and gently nudged him. "Hey, buddy. You're not enjoying this great view and weather?" I gave an exaggerated smile and tilted my head toward the ocean to our left, the waves crashing clear as glass.

      Yann lifted his droopy head, sighed, then hung it again. He stumbled over a crack between the wooden boards and his scoop of vanilla ice-cream plopped onto his short-sleeved black cotton shirt. It slid off onto the boardwalk. His bottom lip quavered. "Oh, da no."

      "Oh." I grimaced and looked right and left, panicked. I felt like I was trying to head off the tears of a toddler. "Here, uh—" I frowned at my half-eaten monster leg and the one remaining onion ring on the stick.  I couldn't decide which to offer him, both were equally pathetic, so I just pushed both at him. "Take mine."

      His throat bobbed.

      "Oh, wow." Iggy stretched out his words. "So generous of you."

      I shook my head. "Yeah, you're right, that's gross." I looked up. "I'm sure we can find you another ice-cream cone."

      Yann's eyes stayed on his feet and I shuffled to the side to let an older couple past.

      Hank nodded and reached up to pat Yann's broad shoulder. "We're almost back to the spa—I'm sure Sara would know where we can get you another one."

      Yann whimpered. "I am sure dat she would. She's a wery smart lady." He shook his head. "But eet ees not a good idea to get too close to her, rrright, Imogen?"

      I winced and gritted my teeth and Hank peeked around Yann's back and mouthed, "What's he talking about?"

      I pressed my lips together and tried to wrangle my thoughts. It's not like I wanted to be the one putting a damper on love, no matter how many obstacles might be up against it. I mean, I was the girl who'd fallen for an engaged prince, after all. But kind, trusting Yann getting involved with the black widow—it made my stomach clench with worry.

      "You know, I just meant that it's always good to be careful and not rush into things." I edged in front of Yann and tried to catch his eye. "Miss Sara could be great, but we just don't her well enough yet to, uh—to dive in headfirst. Not until we, uh…." I gulped. "Uh…." I pulled my lips to the side as I tried to search for the most appropriate way to put this. "Until we figure out if she murdered all of her former lovers. You know, so you're not next."

      Hank's jaw dropped, while Iggy gave me a double thumbs-up. "Nicely done. Very tactful."

      I gave him a flat look.

      Hank's eyes darted between me and Yann several times, until he gave himself a little shake and sidled up beside me. He lowered his voice, a grin playing at the corner of his mouth. "Yann. Are you interested in Miss Sara?"

      Yann's throat bobbed, and he lifted his brown eyes to look at Hank and me. "I haf not felt dis way aboot a woman een a wery long time."

      Hank's face lit up. He clapped Yann on the arm and beamed. "Yann, that's great! I'm so—"

      I lifted my brows and coughed at Hank. He paused and lifted a quizzical brow in return.

      "Black widow, remember?" I hissed.

      "Oh, oh." Hank rubbed his wrist and lowered his head in thought. He straightened, the breeze playing with his dark wavy hair. "You know, it's always good to take your time and get to know someone, Yann. But I have to say—it's just pretty amazing to feel that way about a woman, no matter what else happens." His eyes twinkled as he glanced at me. "I know firsthand that you can fall for someone… quite quickly."

      My heart melted. Oh, how did I get such a wonderful boyfriend?

      "Yeah," Iggy chimed in. "It's not every day you meet a girl who can polish off a hunk of mystery meat the size of a baby." He clicked his tongue. "Now that's the kind of girl you'd give up your kingdom for. Am I right?"

      Hank's face turned bright red as he pressed his lips tight together, his eyes alight with mirth.

      I shook my bone of mystery meat at him. "Don't you dare laugh. It'll only encourage him."

      Hank and I walked on each side of Yann for the short distance back to the spa and chatted with him, trying to get his spirits up, but he still seemed down about Miss Sara. My conviction began to falter. Maybe I'd been wrong to butt in and discourage his interest in her.

      I forgot about Yann's woes when we rejoined our friends, who'd stopped in front of the spa. I stood with my back to the sea and did my best to brush my windblown bangs out of my eyes with my forearm to take it all in. We'd breezed past it earlier in my hurry to grab food, but the outdoor area of the spa was quite impressive. Outside the massive spa and hotel building, with its scaled roof tiles, an amusement park of spa treatments were offered on the beach, with an ocean view. Giant white teacups with pretty green paintings of dragons on the side sat on the sand, filled with ten to twelve bathers each. Steam curled up from the tea, forming the shapes of dragons, shells, and sandcrabs before dissipating into the air.

      I grinned. "Those must be the tea baths Jun mentioned."

      Maple slid up beside me and nodded. She pointed to the right of them, where men and women in bathing suits lay on huge slabs of polished green jade. Tiny brushes floated magically through the air, scrubbing them down everywhere—between their toes and fingers, even behind their ears. "That looks like it'd feel wonderful, doesn't it?"

      I lifted my brows. "Looks like it'd tickle."

      The frenzy of brushes paused over one man for long enough for an enchanted bucket of water to dump over him. The man gasped and opened his eyes wide, then caught his breath and turned onto his stomach. The brushes got to work on his backside.

      I scanned past the scrubbers to the next little section of spa treatments. I gasped and staggered back. "Sea snakes! Those poor people!" I looked around wide-eyed at my friends as hordes of tiny crabs crawled over a few men and women. Maple sucked in a breath and gripped my wrist. At this distance, it looked like they were being eaten alive by an infestation of big red spiders. Hank paled and shielded his eyes. He leaned forward, squinting. After a moment he grinned.

      "What? What is it? Are they okay?" My chest heaved.

      He turned to Maple and me. "Yeah, they're fine." He addressed Wiley, Sam, Annie, and Yann. "Everyone's fine." He pointed. "The sign says it's exfoliation—I'm guessing the crabs eat your dead skin."

      Iggy's flames turned a shade of pale green and I turned to the nearest waste bin and dumped what was left of my food. "Well—there goes my appetite."

      "Oh!" Iggy scoffed at me. "Oh, you just lost it? Because of the crabs? Not because of the five pounds of food you devoured?"

      I made a face at him.

      Annie shrugged. "I'd try it."

      "Oh look!" Maple tugged on my wrist and bounced with excitement. "There are the little green umbrellas Miss Sara said to look for."

      I grinned at her. "You're really into this spa experience, huh?"

      She glanced down, two pink circles glowing on her pale cheeks. "I've never been to one."

      I frowned. "You've had a massage though?"

      She shook her head and I lifted my brows. "A facial?"

      She bit her lip. "No."

      I slid an arm around her shoulders and grinned. "Oh, girl. We are gonna have the spa weekend of your life!"

      She clasped her hands together at her chest.

      I glanced at Hank, Wiley, and the others. "I say we let Maple pick what we do first?"

      Everybody nodded their agreement, and Maple worried her lip. "So much pressure…."

      Wiley shifted on his feet, and Cat, clinging to his head, spread his wings to stay balanced. "What does the boss choose?"

      Maple rose on her toes for a moment, scanning the beach outside the spa, then settled back down on her heels. She pointed to the umbrellas. "I say let's try the signature treatment first."
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      "Signature treatment it is!" Wiley saluted her and led the way over the wooden planks that formed a path a few inches above the beach. The hotel had a huge, second-story back balcony that opened out over the sand, almost like a pier. Big wooden posts supported it, and down at their base, in the shade under the balcony, small green umbrellas studded the sand next to long mounds. I grimaced. They almost looked like gravestones.

      Dividing the spa property from the public beach was an enormous mound of sand, taller than Hank or Wiley. As we approached, we slowed, the walkway jammed by the crowd that gathered in front of the mound, pointing and talking in hushed voices.

      A little boy in swim trunks hopped off the wooden plank path and darted for the sand pile. A woman, who I assumed was his mother, lurched after him and grabbed him by the arm, dragging him away as she admonished him.

      "That is a living dragon!" She shook her finger at the red-faced little boy. "We do not climb on or touch dragons. Do you understand?"

      My jaw dropped. Dragon? I looked the sand mound over more closely. It was shaped like a crescent, higher in the middle, then tapering at the ends. Like a mountain range… or a dragon curled in on itself. The sand rose and fell almost imperceptibly. Was that the dragon breathing? A gust of steam shot up from the ground, and I screeched and grabbed Maple and Hank, who stood beside me. I tucked my face against Hank's shoulder and coughed—the air reeked of the rotten-egg smell of sulfur. I staggered back, trying to drag them with me. "There's a dragon, you guys! It's a dragon."

      A few people in the crowd turned and frowned at me.

      "Why isn't everyone screaming and running away?"

      "I mean, it's a sleeping dragon." Wiley lifted his palms like that was enough of an explanation.

      "Oh, sure, that makes it better," I scoffed. "And what happens when it wakes up?"

      "They sleep for hundreds of years, dear." Annie looked it over. "Not a very big one, is it?"

      Hank stepped away to read a sign, and I swiped at him. "Don't go closer to it!"

      Grinning, he scanned the wooden placard. "Says the dragon settled in here about thirty years ago with her pile of riches, and Miss Sara built the spa around her. Her breath heats the sand and makes the signature Doragon Spa sand bath possible."

      "If that treatment involves me being anywhere near that dragon, I am out, I'm telling you that right now."

      Hank smiled at me and squeezed my hand. "It's true. Once a dragon nests and settles in for hibernation, they're extremely hard to wake."

      Wiley lifted a long finger. "Unless you mess with their treasure."

      Hank nodded. "This one probably won't wake up for another two hundred years… at least." He squeezed my hand again. "We'll be safe—I promise."

      I gulped. I trusted Hank with my life, but did I really want to risk it for a day at the spa?

      "Uh, Imogen?" Maple lightly cleared her throat. "You're hurting my arm."

      "Sorry." I relaxed my grip on her slightly, but kept a wary eye on the sand lump as we edged past it and headed for the umbrellas.

      A man in a broad straw hat and a simple green outfit that reminded me of doctors’ scrubs stood behind a tall, narrow desk just outside the shadow cast by the second-story balcony. Guests sunbathed and drank cocktails up above us as they looked out over the ocean. Right below them, green umbrellas stood in rows in the sand next to the mounds. I frowned—those had better not be baby dragons.

      But as we neared the man at the desk, I made out faces! Those were people, buried in the dark sand, only their heads visible. The little umbrellas appeared to be there to shade them. Right now the balcony above kept their heads cool, but I could imagine that at different times of the day the umbrellas might be needed to block the sun. Still… what in the seas were they doing?

      "Welcome." The middle-aged man behind the desk leaned forward and scanned our little group. "Here for the signature Doragon Spa treatment?" He grinned and waved an arm behind him.

      My friends and I looked around at each other. Hank stepped forward as our spokesman. "I believe so."

      "Ah." The man's grin widened and he leaned his elbows on the desk, getting closer. He waggled his eyebrows. "First time?"

      I nodded along with Maple and the others.

      He took a huge breath, and turned behind him and shouted, "First timers!"

      Four other men, dressed in the same straw hat and green cotton uniform, looked up from where they stood over the buried people. They waved and smiled. "Welcome!" One wore a cotton scarf over the lower half of his face, while another crouched low and used his kerchief to dab at a customer's sweaty brow. The other two used their shovels to bury a couple in the sand.

      The man at the desk whirled around, hopped off his stool, and hurried over to us. "Come, come. We'll get you all taken care of." He ushered us to the side of the hotel, gave us lovely green-and-blue flowered yukata to wear—the island's light cotton robes. We separated into girls and guys and changed into them behind woven straw screens under the shade of the balcony.

      Annie chuckled as the cotton robe she tied around her waist fluttered in the breeze. "Feels a little scandalous, changing out here in the open like this."

      I grinned. It did—but also wonderfully free.

      Maple hugged herself as she wrapped her fingers around the edges of her sleeves. "It's so soft." We left our clothes in lockers built into the side of the hotel. A swirl of sparkles burst into the air as I shut mine, and left what looked like a tattoo of a key on my wrist. I held my arm up as my heartbeat picked up. "Tell me this isn't permanent."

      Annie chuckled. "Of course not, dear. It's magical—it'll dissolve when you open your locker."

      When we rejoined the boys, I gave Hank a once-over. I'd planned to tease him a little about the dress-like robe, but he actually looked good in it—really good. The cut showed off his broad shoulders and the tie accentuated his trim waist.

      He lifted a brow at me as I looked him over. "I'm not a piece of meat, you know."

      I burst out laughing and took his hand. We made our way back to the man at the desk. He clapped when he saw us. "You all look great! Follow me." He hopped off the wooden walkway and marched barefoot through the sand.

      We followed, and I shuffled along as quickly as I could in the long robe, my steps tiny and quick over the hot sand. I relaxed when we made it into the shade. The man glanced side to side, then jerked his head to the left. "This way."

      I cast a sideways glance at the people we passed. They had white towels wrapped around their necks, the rest of their bodies buried. There were men and women, young and old—all silent, eyes closed. My stomach clenched as I lingered for a moment in front of a young woman and watched her sand until I saw it rise and fall. Alright, she was breathing—that was a good sign.

      "Okay, here." The man in the straw hat spread his arms wide at an empty stretch of sand. He turned around and gestured at the sea. "You have a good view from here." He beamed at my friends and me. "Who's first?" He looked past us and waved. I glanced behind me. A couple of the other workers in green scrubs picked up shovels and trudged through the sand toward us.

      "We'll go." Grinning, Hank lifted our clasped hands.
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      I shot Hank a look and he handed Iggy in his lantern back to me.

      I sniffed. "I'm not so sure I'm into this whole buried alive thing."

      "Come, come." The man waved us over. "Lie down."

      "Okay." I shot Maple a worried look as I tucked my robe closed and sat on the warm sand. I set Iggy beside me, then lay down. Hank did the same to my left, a couple feet over.

      "We'll be your sandmen today." The guy in the hat gestured to his coworkers, who bowed their heads. I lifted my head to bow, then laid it back down on the sand—it was getting warmer and warmer the longer I lay on it. I turned my head and flashed my eyes at Hank, my lips pulled into a tight line.

      His eyes sparkled as he grinned back. "It's fun."

      I sniffed. Sure.

      "Okay, here goes. Ready?" The man lifted a huge pile of sand onto his wooden shovel and held it above me.

      I shook my head, but he ignored me and dumped it on my legs.

      "Arms tight to your sides."

      I did as instructed, though I looked at Wiley (with Cat perched on his shoulders), Maple, Yann, Sam, and Annie, begging them with my eyes for help. Was this normal? Was this a normal thing people did? Panic made my heart beat faster.

      The man shoveled again and again as the other two went to work burying Hank.

      "Did you see our dragon?" The sandman lifted his chin toward the mound we'd passed earlier.

      I whimpered and nodded as my legs completely disappeared under hot sand.

      "She heats this part of the beach—that's why the sand's so hot."

      I jumped as a pile landed heavily on my stomach. Oof. I regretted eating all that food on a stick.

      "And why are we doing this?" I grimaced at Hank, but he lay with his eyes closed, face peaceful. Was he enjoying this?

      "Oh, it's helpful for many diseases! Indigestion, asthma, magic activation dysfunction. It improves circulation and helps with weight loss. It can also really get your psychic connections tuned." The sandman grinned as he buried my upper half. The weight of the sand shocked me, pinning my arms to my sides. I couldn't have lifted them if I'd wanted to.

      He pulled a white cotton towel from his back pocket and wrapped it around my head and under my chin, then used his hands to scoop some sand around my neck and under my head like a pillow. He crouched down. "Comfortable?"

      I let out a squeak.

      He cleared his throat, and a sand hourglass magically appeared in his hands. He lifted his brows significantly as he tipped it over and the sand began to run. He set it down next to Iggy's lantern, where I could see it if I really craned my neck. "Fifteen minutes, all right? Twenty maximum—more than that and it's dangerous."

      I frowned. "Dangerous?"

      "You could overheat." He smiled. "I'll be back to check on you soon." He stood and turned to my friends. "Who's next?" Between the man and his two friends, all of my friends were buried within a couple of minutes, with Maple on my right, followed by Wiley, Yann, then Annie and Sam.

      My eyes shifted to the left—I was so packed in, I couldn't even turn my head. "Iggy—I can't see Hank. How's he doing?"

      My flame sniffed. "Can you hear him?"

      I listened. Below the sound of the waves and the clunk of footsteps overhead came a gentle snore.

      "Oh my sands—is he asleep?" I clicked my tongue. How dare he enjoy this! I whimpered and tried to wriggle my arms free, but couldn't move—at all. I sniffed and spoke in a hushed voice. "Good for asthma? I can hardly breathe."

      My heartbeat thundered in my ears and I felt on the verge of passing out. Between the heat and weight of the sand and the claustrophobia that was closing in, I thought I might lose it. I willed myself to take breaths through my nose. "Maple? You there? I promise not all spa treatments feel like torture."

      She giggled, and though I couldn't see her, I knew she was there to my right. "It's strange… but kind of fun."

      I rolled my eyes. Not her, too. "I feel like this is some weird kind of justice… like what goes around comes around."

      Iggy snorted. "What are you talking about? Have you gone delirious?"

      I gulped. "We're bakers, right? And here we are—getting baked alive." I whimpered as a bead of sweat trickled from my temple. "I'm sorry, all you cakes and breads. I'm so sorry for doing this to you—please forgive me and free me from this hell."

      Iggy scoffed. "This is pretty dumb. I mean, I could just heat you up anytime." He rolled his eyes. "Crawl in a grave, put me in there, done. Save yourself whatever exorbitant price these people are charging."

      "Don't talk to me about graves right now." I pressed my eyes shut tight. "How long has it been? Is the sand almost gone?"

      "Not even close."

      I groaned. "Iggy, you've got to distract me, or I'm going to lose it." My hairline tickled where beads of sweat gathered, and I could feel my limbs getting slippery under the sand.

      "All right." Iggy turned from side to side. "We've got a toddler who just wiped out when a wave caught her off guard, pretty funny." He scanned the beach. "A giggling group of young women just showed up and the sandmen are being very attentive." Iggy narrowed his eyes. "I bet it's a hen’s do."

      I peeled an eye open. "A what?"

      "Bachelorette party to you, Miss America."

      I frowned. "They better not forget about the rest of us."

      "Oh this is interesting."

      "What?"

      "Shh. I'm listening." Iggy peeked his head out of his lantern, but jerked back when the ocean breeze guttered his flame. "I can't hear what they're saying, but Miss Sara's back by the changing screens having what looks like a heated conversation with a big, fat guy."

      "What's going on?"

      "They're standing close together and she looks pissed."

      "Is anyone near them?" I tried unsuccessfully to turn my head.

      "No. They're kind of hidden back there. He's bowing a lot and just grabbed her hand—oh! She pulled it back. She is mad."

      I bit my lip. She'd been mad earlier when she'd read the card that came with the flowers. Could this be the N.S. who sent them?

      "Oop! She just stormed off…. He's collecting himself…. He's coming this way!"
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      I glanced at Iggy. My heart still labored to beat under the weight of the sand, but oddly, I was starting to find the heaviness kind of pleasant. "You know… this isn't so bad, all of a sudden."

      Iggy narrowed his eyes at me, skeptical.

      "Growing up, my adopted uncle had this dog that freaked out during thunderstorms, so he got her this tight vest—it really helped her relax." I closed my eyes. "I think I know how Bluebell felt now, and why babies like being swaddled."

      "I think your brain is swaddled." Iggy lowered his voice. "The big guy's coming over, just behind the hen—the bachelorette party."

      Our sandman passed in front of me, his smile stretched wide. "This way, ladies, this way. My, so many beautiful women!" He watched them, walking backwards, then tripped and righted himself.

      I rolled my eyes. Someone was laying it on thick. I opened my mouth to ask him to wipe my forehead or check on my timer, but he only had eyes for the bachelorette and her friends. The ten or so cute ladies shuffled past, smiling and chatting, wearing cotton robes that matched ours. A few of the other sandmen trailed behind, their shovels at the ready. None of them spared a glance for us.

      "What's a girl got to do to get some attention around here?" I took a gasping breath, my arms and legs completely immobile under all the dirt.

      "Maybe if you showed a little more skin…."

      I shot Iggy a look and he cackled—then cut off and flashed his eyes at me, jerking his head.

      A round man who looked to be in his midforties passed in front of us, trailing behind the ladies. His jet-black hair was slicked back, the sides of his head shaved in a stylish cut, and he wore trendy round glasses. He sported the same robe as the rest of us, and walked with his chin up, looking down his nose.

      His face scrunched up and he covered his mouth as he yawned. He blinked his bleary eyes and shook his head as if to clear it. If this was the guy who'd just had a heated argument with Miss Sara, it didn't seem to have bothered him much. He looked like he was about ready for a nap.

      The sandman with the kerchief round his nose jogged up and tapped the round man on the shoulder from behind. He turned and lifted a brow. The sandman, shovel in hand, jerked his head to the side, motioning for him to follow, and the round man turned back and was led the other way.

      "That was the guy," Iggy hissed.

      I lowered my brows. "Are you sure he and Sara were arguing? He looks incredibly relaxed."

      Iggy's mouth disappeared for a moment. "I'm sure. But that was weird, wasn't it?"

      I reminded him about the flowers and the card we’d read earlier. "Maybe that's her secret lover."

      Iggy's eyes widened. "If that's true, he should be more concerned about making her angry. She is the black widow." He drew a line across his throat… or where a throat would be if he weren’t a flame.

      I tried to nod.

      A few minutes later I could hardly bear it anymore. I struggled to move my shoulders, but couldn't. "Iggy, how much time is left?"

      "The sand was out a bit ago."

      "Why didn't you say anything?!"

      Iggy chuckled. "You said you liked it."

      I clicked my tongue. "The guy said we shouldn't go longer than twenty minutes—max! And the timer was set for fifteen. You've got to get me out of here." I struggled to move and my chest tightened with panic. "Is Hank even still breathing?"

      "Calm down." Iggy spun away from me in his lantern, puffed himself up with a huge breath, then shouted. "Oi! This one's done cooking!"

      I winced. "You probably just startled everyone."

      Iggy chuckled. "Yeah, well, all of them were over there chatting up the ladies. If I hadn't shouted you'd probably be roast pudding by the time they found you."

      He had a point.

      "Apologies, miss." The guy with the straw hat appeared above me and bowed. This time he held a wooden hoe in his hands. "Ready?"

      I tried for a nod. So ready.

      He scraped some sand off me, and one of his coworkers ran past me and worked on Hank to my left.

      "Mm? Already?" he muttered, groggy.

      Well, at least my boyfriend was alive, though I begrudged him being able to relax and enjoy the experience. It was like when I couldn't sleep sometimes and would be up at four in the morning, grumpy with Hank for slumbering peacefully. It didn't really make sense for me to be mad at him. I grinned to myself. Then again, he didn't seem to mind when I woke him up… and kept him awake with some after-hours activities.

      "There you go." The man shoved the hoe into the sand and left it to stand on its own, then opened his arms wide, like a capital T. "Open your arms out."

      I was surprised when I was able to move my arms.

      "Slowly," he cautioned as I pushed to a sit.

      Sand tumbled from the front of me and the towel fell off my shoulders. I took an unhindered breath. "Huh." My head swam, light and tingly, and a rush of joy flooded through me. I giggled.

      "And she's finally lost it." Iggy shook his head.

      I glanced left at Hank, who sat upright beside me. We smiled at each other, then I broke into giggles again. His face scrunched up and he chuckled along with me. I felt weirdly alert… and giddy, full of energy. I wiggled my legs free and unsteadily rose to my feet. The sandman lurched forward and grabbed my elbow. Then he dipped and handed Iggy to me.

      "You're all right? Feel good?"

      I nodded, surprised at my own answer. "I feel amazing."

      He beamed. "See? I told you. Doragon signature treatment—come back soon! Tell your friends!" He waved me over toward the changing screens, then moved over and worked on Maple. Hank and I shuffled through the sand, back to the wooden walkway.

      "I can't believe you slept the whole time." I nudged him with my shoulder.

      Hank grinned. "It was a power nap."

      We passed rows of buried spa goers and I scanned them, looking for round glasses guy. I found him in a back corner, tucked way back under the balcony away from the sea. I shielded my eyes and squinted.

      Yep, that was him, buried to his neck, and apparently, like Hank had been, fast asleep already. When we reached the changing areas, I handed Iggy to Hank, gave my guy a quick kiss (though I wanted to linger for more), then ducked behind the screened-in area. I rinsed off in the outdoor shower. The sand piled up on the stone tiles at my feet and I was soon joined by Maple, then Annie.

      When I gripped the handle of my locker, my wrist tingled and the tattoo disappeared as the lock clicked open. That was cool. I pulled out my clothes and dressed, then waited for my friends in the shade under the balcony, enjoying the cool sea breeze on my face. The sky was deepening to a brilliant fuchsia and orange as the sun dipped closer to the water. Even though we'd traveled all day, the sand bath had left me refreshed and energized to explore the town that night, or take a walk along the beach with Hank.

      Once everyone was rinsed and dressed, we headed up the wooden walk, skirting the back of the hotel.

      "I thought I was about to die at first." Wiley shook his head.

      "Thank you!" I half-turned and nodded at him.

      "Eet was a firrrst for me… but not the last, I tink." Yann grinned and I was happy to see a smile back on his face. Maybe the sand bath had been just the thing to lift his spirits. I turned to hide my grin. It had left his fair skin as red as his beard though.

      "I loved it!" Sam practically skipped along. "Ssshed a ssskin and everything."

      We were about to head left around the corner when I literally ran into Miss Sara.
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      “Oh!" I jumped back, then reached out to steady Sara. "I'm so sorry, are you all right?"

      She pressed her pretty eyes closed for a moment, a tight smile on her face. "No, I'm sorry." She rolled her eyes to the sky above. "It's my fault—I've been a bit scattered lately."

      "Understandable." Hank smiled pleasantly. "You've got a busy spa to run."

      She looked us all over, then glanced behind us, to the showers we’d just come from. Her gaze lingered on Yann, and her face broke into a huge smile, lines creasing the corners of her eyes. "You've had the signature treatment? What did you think?"

      "Oh, eet was genius!" Yann moved forward, edging past the rest of us as if caught in Sara's tractor beam. He towered over her, and they had eyes only for each other. "I deedn't know eet before, boot I lofe getting buried."

      My eyes widened. Don't give her any ideas, Yann!

      Sara let out a shaky breath and they leaned toward each other. I frowned at Hank, then Maple. Had Sara and Yann forgotten the rest of us were here?

      A shout broke their trance. Then came another. We all turned and Miss Sara held a hand over her eyes to shade them.

      Behind us, under the shade of the balcony, the sandmen ran towards the farthest back corner. Sara kicked off her heels and stepped into the sand. "What's going on?" She hurried toward where her workers were gathering, and my friends and I followed. The sand bathers' eyes sprung open and they craned their heads, unsuccessfully trying to see what all the commotion was about.

      The man who'd helped us earlier looked stricken as he peered at each of his coworkers. "Who buried him? Answer me! Who?" His hand trembled as he held up a cracked hourglass, the sand frozen mid-pour. "The timer! Who broke it?"

      No one spoke.

      "Well, get him out!" The whites showed around the man's eyes.

      I gasped as I realized who it was they were standing around.

      "It's the big guy with the glasses." Iggy widened his eyes at me. His gaze darted to Sara, then back to me, and I gave him a tight nod to show I understood. The same one who'd argued with Miss Sara earlier.

      The four workers grabbed their hoes and hurriedly scraped away the sand from the man's round belly and limbs. I frowned—hadn't there been five of them? The four sandmen, and the host who'd greeted us. I didn't see the guy with the kerchief around his face… unless he'd pulled it off and I'd miscounted.

      The host knelt beside the big man and pressed a hand to his forehead. He paled, then looked up. "Call a healer!"

      Miss Sara, running, reached them first. She pressed a hand to her mouth as she looked down at the man, his eyes closed behind his fogged glasses. I gasped as I ran up behind her. His shoulders and face were cherry red, and his head lolled to the side. I felt for Hank's hand. He pulled me to his side and wrapped an arm around my shoulders. Even though my heart beat wildly in my chest, I relaxed a little, comforted to have Hank near.

      One of the workers took off running, presumably to call a healer. Miss Sara's chest heaved, but she kept her face composed. She knelt down, more gracefully than I could have in her tight dress, and pressed two trembling fingers to the side of the man's neck. She held them there for several long moments. No one spoke. She sucked in a sharp breath and lurched to her feet.

      Her breaths came in short pants as she staggered away a few steps. I tensed, waiting for her to speak.

      Sara's throat bobbed and she looked like she might be sick. "He's dead."
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      The next morning, we rose from our luxuriously soft beds on the floor, all piled in a room together like a big slumber party. I'd expected to have a fitful night, between the unfamiliar space, the energizing spa treatment, and of course, the death. But I felt surprisingly rested and ready for the day. We said hello and goodbye to the guards, us leaving as they stumbled home after a long night of protecting the fishing boats.

      I pulled Misaki to the side for a moment before she lay down, while the rest of my friends headed downstairs for breakfast in the hotel's posh restaurant.

      "Did you hear about…?" I lifted my brows.

      Misaki stifled a yawn and nodded, bags beneath her glassy eyes. "I saw Miss Sara on the way up. She filled me in." She gave a little shake of her head and her top knot bounced, the rest of her hair loose about her shoulders. "I can't believe it was Nazo Suzuki."

      I nodded. We'd all stayed with Miss Sara, Yann close at her side, until the healers and authorities came. They’d covered his body and upon initial examination found no signs of foul play. He seemed to have died of a heart attack.

      Iggy and I had given statements about when we'd seen him led off, but none of the sandmen fessed up to being the one who buried him. That wasn't exactly surprising, since it became clear he'd been left in the sand for at least half an hour. Someone's negligence had likely gotten him killed.

      Still, a little voice in the back of my head reminded me that I thought I'd seen five sandmen… not four. They'd retrieved his belongings from his locker and found identification that pegged him as Nazo Suzuki. The authorities had been surprised, though if Miss Sara was, she hadn't shown it. Apparently he was a big-deal hotel and restaurant critic. His word in the local paper could make or break a business. But he'd always kept his identity secret.

      I pressed a hand to my chest. "I felt like I couldn't breathe lying under all that sand…. It must've been a terrible way to go."

      Misaki frowned. "I'm surprised he didn't cry out or anything." She shrugged. "Hopefully he went quickly and painlessly."

      The healer had examined Nazo Suzuki's flushed chest and face and proclaimed that while the redness might have been due to the sand bath, it might also indicate that he'd died of a heart attack. The healer hadn't been surprised, considering Mr. Suzuki's size and the strain that must've been placed on his heart from being buried in that heat for so long.

      Misaki yawned again. "Miss Sara's conducting her own investigation to figure out which of her workers is responsible for leaving him buried so long."

      I lifted a brow. "They were all pretty distracted by the group of pretty girls who came in around the same time."

      Misaki rolled her eyes. "Of course they were." She clapped a hand on my shoulder. "Good to see you, but I'm about to fall over." She gave me a little squeeze and edged inside the room. "See you later!"

      "Sleep well!"

      I peeked around her and waved to Jun, Kenta, and Ben. "Have to admit, I'm glad to see Misaki looking tired." I thumbed at her as she wandered toward the en-suite bathroom. "I didn't think this girl ever ran out of energy."

      Jun adjusted his glasses, an admiring smile on his face as he glanced at her. "A giant squid attacked our boat last night and grabbed the fisherman. Misaki dove into the water and spelled him free, then rescued him and swam him to the surface."

      I gawked.

      She leaned out of the bathroom, a smug smile on her face. "And then I finished three more hours of my shift." She winked.

      Yeah, okay. The girl had stamina.

      I met the others downstairs. Today was the day for tea deliveries, and Hank, Maple, and Annie worked out the logistics as I munched on orange slices.

      Rhonda and Francis passed by the open doorway to the restaurant, then doubled back. Rhonda flashed a bright smile and waved before bouncing over to our table. She plucked up one of my slices of toast and grabbed a knife to smear butter over it. "Hey, guys! Did you hear about the dead guy?"

      Faces at nearby tables swung our way.

      Francis, hovering a few inches above the polished wood floor, lifted his long, pale hands. "It wasn't me."

      I frowned. "Yeah, we know."

      Maple and I took turns filling Rhonda and Francis in while the seer devoured the rest of my toast and miso soup. She waggled her brows at me. "So… is our resident detective on the case then?"

      I lifted my brows. "What? Me? No." I shook my head, and Maple couldn't hold back her smile.

      I rolled my eyes. "Fine. I admit, I might be a little prone to investigating."

      "You mean sticking your nose in other people's business." Iggy munched on a gray stick. He'd ordered driftwood from our confused waiter when we'd sat down, but they'd actually brought it to him. Five-star service, in my book.

      "I'm surprised." Rhonda, who'd been sitting on the table, hopped off. "I thought you'd be all over this."

      I shook my head and smiled at Hank beside me. "This time, I'm just enjoying my vacation with my boyfriend."

      Rhonda pursed her lips, but didn't say any more. "We've been out living it up all night. For a little seaside town, this place has some great bars."  She waved as she and Francis headed back out into the lobby. "See you suckers tonight. We're heading up to the room to sleep." She winked at Francis.

      I grimaced. "The guards are up there so don't…" I trailed off as they'd already walked out of hearing distance. "…do anything gross," I finished.

      After we ate, we split into three groups—Hank, Iggy and I took one sheet of paper, a list of the spas on the far side of the main street. Wiley, Maple, and Cat took the deliveries that wound up the cliff, off the main road through town. And Sam, Yann, and Annie took those closest to the hotel and spa.

      Hotel workers escorted us to the stables around back and the tea shipment they'd kept safely locked up in a storage closet. We'd thanked them, divvied up the baskets based on the addresses on their labels, and then split up to make our stops. Hank and I chatted happily as the enchanted baskets floated along behind us.

      Thank goodness Hank knew a levitation spell—those suckers were heavy! Plus, he kept them far enough back that only my eyes and nose watered—at least I wasn't sneezing my head off like I had in the back of the cart. I sniffled, and Hank conjured up a soft handkerchief and handed it to me.

      I took it with a smile and dabbed at my nose.

      "Remind me to brew you up an allergy potion."

      I grinned up at him. "You can make that?"

      He nodded. "I feel bad I didn't think of it earlier."

      I tucked the hankie in my pocket and waved a hand. "Aw, I'm all right. Once we get these delivered"—I jerked a thumb at the baskets behind us—"I'll be good."

      He reached for my hand and squeezed it.

      The street was even busier than it'd been yesterday, which made for slow going. We weaved our way between the revelers, our huge baskets of tea in tow. Peddlers with carts or trays hanging from their necks sold magically glowing jewelry and tiny vials of swirling potions. We passed a fortune teller's tent, draped in velvet, and strode by food stalls, the mouthwatering scent of fried food filling the air. Magically dancing jelly beans tinkled against their glass jars at a candy booth. The beat of the huge drums vibrated in my chest like a second heartbeat and the sea breeze brought welcome relief from the heat of the bright sun warming the top of my head and shoulders.

      It was good to have so much celebration around us, and a purpose—it helped chase away the memory of finding Nazo Suzuki dead yesterday.

      We stopped in and made deliveries at several spas, a bookstore, a coffee shop, and a beauty parlor.

      I sniffled. "Are we almost done?"

      Hank's hovering quill scratched another business off our list and he looked over. "You're not having fun?"

      I grinned. "Of course I am." I bit my lip. "I'm just getting hungry."

      Hank chuckled. "Of course you are." When I elbowed him, he batted me away. "Okay, I admit it, I am too." He showed me the parchment. "Dango's Tranquility Spa—this is our last stop."

      I looked up at the faded wooden sign that hung, slightly askew, above the door. "Huh." I looked across the street, to where Sara's Doragon Spa stood. "We're back."
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      As we pushed inside, a little bell tinkled, announcing our arrival. My brows lifted in surprise. The place couldn't have been more different from Miss Sara's… or from any of the other elegant spas we'd visited that morning, in fact. A mustached man waved at us from behind the counter that took up nearly half the cramped lobby. Brass keys hung on the wall in rows behind him.

      He spread his arms wide. "Welcome to Dango's Tranquility Spa. I"—he bowed—"am Dango."

      "Hiiiii!" A shout sounded from a back room.

      Dango gave us a simpering smile. "And that is my lovely wife—our talented cook."

      "A family establishment." Hank gave him a friendly smile and gestured for me to lead the way. I had to step around a couple of pots of drooping orchids and an untidy pile of shoes that extended well past the doorway. Water stains marred the low ceiling, and despite the fact that the ocean was right across the street, not a single window let any light into the dingy space. Why wouldn't they want that view?

      I cleared my throat and tried not to breathe through my nose. Dango's wife must've been cooking eggs… and fish.

      CRASH! I jumped.

      "Just dropped a pot!" the wife shouted.

      Dango turned his head and boomed, "Careful, flower!"

      I lifted a brow and Iggy and I exchanged looks. Tranquility Spa, huh?

      We approached the desk and our hovering baskets of tea (down to just four) crowded in behind us.

      "What can I do ya for?" The man, probably in his fifties, lifted his thick brows. "My, oh my. This is your lucky day." He shook his head and scoffed, as if full of wonder.

      "Not so far," Iggy quipped.

      I shot Iggy a look, but the man ignored him as though he hadn't heard. Maybe all that shouting at his wife had damaged his ears. "Everywhere, I mean everywhere, is booked up for the festival." He flashed us that smile again. "But lucky, lucky you. I've just had a cancellation. This has got to be the last room in town." He flipped open a thick ledger on the counter behind the desk with a loud thunk. "Third floor, penthouse suite, with a great view of the beach. Right across the street is the boardwalk and the best beach for magic manta watching, and it's walking distance from your room where you'll be pampered and—"

      I held up a hand and grimaced. "I'm sorry for the misunderstanding, but we don't need a room. We're staying at the Doragon." I tilted my head toward Miss Sara's place behind us.

      The smarmy smile stayed glued to his face, though his eyes darted back and forth between me and Hank. When it sunk in that we were serious, his face clouded over and he slammed his book shut. "Never mind. Someone's just booked it anyway." He turned and shouted toward a swinging door with a round window. "NO VACANCY!"

      Hank and I exchanged unsure looks.

      "This man's unhinged." Iggy shook his head.

      Dango rounded on us and folded his arms across his chest. "So, what do you want, then?"

      I opened my mouth to tell him about the tea, but he suddenly thrust an arm out and blanched. "Water and whales, you're not Nazo Suzuki, are you?" The whites showed around his eyes as he looked from me to Hank and back again.

      "He wouldn't tell you if he was, honeybun!" his wife shouted from the kitchen.

      Dango licked his lips. "Right, right," he muttered to himself. He tried for a bright, friendly look (or so I guessed), but just managed to look desperate and crazed. "What—what can I get you two… lovely… strangers?"

      Hank cleared his throat. "Neither of us is Nazo Suzuki." He lowered his brows. "He actually passed away last night."

      Dango gawked. "No."

      I nodded.

      "Where? Why? How?"

      I licked my lips. "The authorities think it was a heart attack." I gulped, not sure if I should tell him the rest of it. "We were there at the Doragon Spa when it happened."

      "No." He gripped the edge of the desk and shook his head. He blinked. "Tell me what he looked like."

      He paled as I described him and swayed on his feet. "Glasses?"

      I nodded.

      "Kinda snooty?"

      I thought about the way he'd walked about, his nose in the air. "Yeah… maybe."

      Dango dragged his hands down his face. "Oh, no no no. This is not good." He ducked his head and pulled at his hair. "He had a bad experience here. His write-up of Dango's Tranquility Spa is not going to be kind." He turned his head. "But maybe, since he's gone, they won't publish it." He winced and sucked in air over his teeth. "Unless they do a special memorial print of his last ever piece." He made a fist and bit it. "Oh typhoon's tits, everyone's going to read that!"

      "This appears to be a bad time for you." Iggy made his mouth small and spoke in a soothing voice. "We'll be leaving now."

      Dango appeared to suddenly remember we were standing there. He cleared his throat and straightened. He smoothed back his hair, which stood up in clumps. "So… if you're not here for a room, what do you want?"

      I flashed my eyes at Hank, and he stepped to the side so Dango could see the magically hovering baskets behind us. "Tea delivery?" Hank tried for a wan smile.

      Dango let out a sigh and his face relaxed. "That's great news." He came around the side of the desk and lifted the lids of each one, peering inside. My nose itched and I turned away and sneezed into the crook of my arm. I blinked through watery eyes. Man, was I allergic to that stuff.

      He inspected the last case, then turned to us and rubbed his palms together, an excited grin on his face. "Perfect! Though I was expecting Josh… or Joop. Is that a name?"

      "Jun?" Hank suggested.

      "That's it!" Dango snapped his fingers and pointed at Hank.

      "We're helping out this time."

      I rose on my toes as they chatted behind me and looked over the tall ledge to the crowded desk on the other side. Golden coins magically stacked and unstacked themselves while an enchanted quill scribbled illegible notes on a scroll. It dribbled splotches of ink behind it as it went. There were several mugs, half-full of tea, with water stains on the wood desk below them, and quite a few red-and-white checkered paper food wrappers. I cocked my head and tried to the read the upside-down wording printed on the wrapper.

      I turned.

      Hank watched the hotel owner with wide eyes, his lips slightly parted, as if dazed at the speed with which the man talked.

      Dango gestured with his hands. "Now there aren't a lot of people as in the know as I am, but I'll tell you that—"

      "Do you eat at Better Than OKonomiyaki, often?" Normally I wouldn't interrupt, but he didn't seem like he was coming up for air anytime soon.

      "Hmm?" Dango frowned at me, his hands paused midgesture.

      "The wrappers." I tilted my head toward the desk. "Sara recommended it, but it was closed yesterday."

      His frown deepened and he made a noise in the back of his throat. "I ate lunch there yesterday, so it was open then."

      Huh. That was strange. Maybe whoever ran the stall had just happened to be taking a break when we went by. We'd have to try again.

      He leaned back and patted his ample stomach, his mustache twitching as he smiled. "And I'll be eating there today."

      "Eating a liquid dinner!" His wife laughed from back in the kitchen.

      Dango's face reddened, but after a moment he drew himself up taller and shouted, "It's how I do my best thinking, flower!" He turned to us and tapped one finger to his temple. "There's always lots going on up here."

      "Yeahhhhh…." Iggy slowly trailed off.

      I sniffled and sneezed again. Hank jumped at the sudden burst of noise (it wasn't a dainty sneeze). He looked at me, then at the baskets, and with a flick of his wrist all the lids slid back into place. I sniffled and gave him a grateful look. He lifted the sheet of paper Jun had given us—the amounts and prices of tea to be delivered. "According to Jun's ledger, eighty units of maho tea"—he swept an arm toward the baskets—"comes to five thousand gold pieces."

      Dango paled and his brows lifted up his forehead. "Do they now?"

      Hank pressed his lips tight together and nodded.

      The hotel owner licked his lips and his eyes grew far away. "That's—whew." He wiped his forehead on the back of his sleeve. "Quite a—quite a large sum."

      I bit my lip as I glanced around at the water stains, layers of dust, and dark, flickering lighting. Judging by the state of the lobby, this place needed some serious updates. Why would he be spending so much money on baskets of tea when a fresh coat of paint, a deep clean, and some new furnishings would probably take the business farther?

      Dango straightened and nodded, as if to himself. "No, no. It's worth it though." A huge, white smile stretched across his face. "Like I said, lots going on up here." He pointed at his head. "This idea, and this green gold—" He hugged one of the floating baskets. "It's going to make us rich!" He rubbed his hands together again.

      I lifted a brow toward the baskets of tea. What could he have in mind?

      "Heard that before, love dove!" his wife shouted from the kitchen.

      "This one, though! This'll be the ticket to the top!"

      I winced and turned away, his shout deafening in the small space.

      "Well, go get 'em, tiger!" she shouted back.

      Dango clapped his hands and squeezed past me, back to the other side of the counter. He opened a leather pouch and the magically stacking coins flew into it. "Okay, okay… where's the rest?"

      It took the better part of ten minutes, but he eventually searched enough drawers, pockets, and chair cushions to scrounge up the five thousand gold pieces. He spent the entire time trying to talk us into giving him a discount, but Hank held firm, and finally Dango handed me the heavy pouch.

      He smiled, his mustache bristling, and bowed his head. "Send my regards to Jupe and his parents."
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      We stepped outside, and the sunshine and sea breeze were literally a breath of fresh air after the dingy, cramped "tranquility" spa. I turned to Hank and slid a hand around his neck. He bowed his face to mine and I kissed him. I meant it to be a quick one, but the rush of feelings that coursed through me made me linger and go back for another kiss, and another.

      Iggy cleared his throat. "A-hem."

      Heat rushed to my face, and I pressed my forehead to Hank's, grinning. I suddenly remembered we were standing in the crowded main street through town, a dense crowd bustling by.

      "What was that for?" Hank sounded husky, slightly out of breath.

      I bit my lip. "I just love you." I grinned up at him, his lids half lowered, eyes intent on my lips. "And also, can we never start screaming at each other like that?"

      He took my hand, a huge smile on his face, and we stepped into the street after a cart, drawn by an invisible horse (I guessed) passed by. "What do you mean, butttercup?!" He mock shouted at me.

      I laughed, then looked up at the imposing Doragon Spa that loomed above us, directly across the street. I gulped, my throat tight, and hefted Iggy's lantern higher. I lowered my voice, even though I was sure no one would hear us over the din of the crowd and the street musicians pounding at their drums.

      "Are you guys thinking what I'm thinking, though?"

      "Time to see if that food stand is open?" Hank lifted his thick brows.

      I shook my head, grinning, and we stepped to the side to let a big family pass by, the children skipping along with enchanted kites in their hands, the manta-ray-shaped things flapping their fins. I jumped when one opened its mouth and caught a fly.

      "No, uh—" I shook my head to clear it. "No, about how Dango was afraid that Nazo Suzuki would leave him a bad review?"

      "Uh… that it would be completely warranted?" Iggy gasped and leaned out of his lantern to edge closer to me. His flames heated my cheek and neck. "Or that it's a Norman Bates type situation… that it's just his wife's skeleton back there in the kitchen?"

      I gawked at him. "No. Ew." I thought about the fact that we'd never seen her. Could he have been throwing his voice? Or was there a spell for that? I looked up at Hank. "No… right?"

      The prince leveled me with a look. "No."

      I shook my head. "Yeah. Of course not." I frowned at Iggy. "How do you even know about that? You've never seen Psycho."

      Iggy looked smug. "Rhonda tells me about things."

      I lifted a brow. "How does she know so much about the human world?"

      Iggy shrugged. "She says she visits there a lot." My flame rolled his eyes. "Why would she bother? It sounds so boring."

      "Except for the movies?" I lifted a brow.

      "Except for the movies," Iggy conceded, grumbling.

      "But back to my point." I glanced up at the huge building with the green scaled roof, then looked between Hank and Iggy. "Iggy saw Nazo and Sara arguing right before he was killed. If she knew he was the secret critic, she might have suspected he'd give her a bad review." I licked my lips and barely whispered the words. "Maybe she killed him to keep that bad review from going out. Dango said it could ruin a business, right? And for that to come out at peak tourist season…." I gestured at the street packed with tourists and revelers.

      Hank frowned. "Would she have known he was the critic?"

      We edged our heads closer together. "Those flowers that arrived at the same time we did, yesterday in the lobby? The card was an apology from N.S." I lifted my brows significantly. "Nazo Suzuki. I got the sense that they were more than friends, so it's likely she knew who he truly was."

      "Huh." Hank bit his lip and lowered his eyes, deep in thought. He looked up. "But the officials said he died of a heart attack."

      I nodded. "Maybe she knew he had a heart condition or something. She could have instructed that worker to leave him in there too long." I licked my lips. "I thought I saw five sandmen when we first went in—there was one with a kerchief over his face.  But after, there were only four. He could have run off—maybe she told him to leave."

      Iggy's eyes widened. "Or maybe it was her in disguise!"

      I nodded. It was possible.

      Hank rubbed his wrist. "I'd like to not think badly of her, just based on rumors, but…" He looked up, a sadness in his eyes. "I've not been the best judge of character in the past." He glanced down. "I've underestimated, at least, the lows people can sink to." He gave a wry smile.

      I knew he was thinking of his father and I reached out and squeezed his hand. I shook my head. "You know, you're right—it's just conjecture."

      Hank lifted a brow.

      "Hank, if you've learned to question things more, then I've learned to stay out of it more." I lifted my palms. "I just wanted to share my thoughts with you guys. Old me would've been like, we're gonna prove she did it. But new me knows this isn't my business. The authorities are already involved, and if there's something more to find, I'm going to let them handle it."

      "Who's what now?" Iggy's lip curled back.

      I lifted my chin. "If the Badlanders want to let a murderous widow give them facials, who am I to interfere?"

      Iggy narrowed his eyes. "Who are you, and what have you done with Imogen?"

      Hank cleared his throat, his eyes full of doubt. "Wow, really? All right…."

      I squeezed his hand again and smiled. "That's right. We, my friends, are on vacation, and we are going to enjoy it and let other people deal with the bodies this time."

      "But we love dealing with bodies," Iggy whined. "It's our thing."

      "No." I shook a finger. "We seem to do it a lot, but we don't love it." I nodded decisively. "Right now, vacations are our thing."

      "Not… bodies?" Iggy winced.

      I shook my head. "Exactly. Not bodies."

      Hank, holding back a smile, opened the tall, heavy door to the Doragon for Iggy and me. We stepped into the surprisingly quiet lobby—yesterday it'd been bustling. Heels clicked in quick clips across the gleaming wood floor. I paused and lightly touched Hank's arm as he stepped in beside me, then darted my eyes across the room.

      Miss Sara strode into the center of the lobby, sunlight streaming in from the huge windows behind the front desk. The sole worker escorted an older woman toward the hallway that led to the hotel rooms, leaving us alone with Miss Sara in the enormous space. But we hesitated near the door, in the shadows. She hadn't seen us. She glanced at the desk, then behind her toward the restaurant, then buried her face in her hands.

      A second set of footsteps sounded, heavy, coming from the direction of the hotel rooms. Yann stepped into the lobby. He saw Sara, hesitated, then walked up to her. They stood, silhouetted by the bright sunshine behind them.

      "Oh, Yann." Sara's thin shoulders slumped and she dipped her chin. "I apologize. I thought I was alone." Her quiet voice echoed in the big space. She sniffed and appeared to wipe away a tear.

      I grimaced at Hank. We probably should make our presence known, but at this point it'd be awkward. I looked behind me. But even more awkward would be if someone else came in—they'd run right into us. He pulled his lips to the side and looked as uncomfortable as I felt. I jerked my head to the left, and very quietly, we shuffled out of the way of the door.

      "You arrre crrrying?" Yann reached out and clasped one of her slender hands in both of his enormous ones.

      "I—" She let out a shaky breath. "I'm sorry you caught me like this. It's very… unlike me."

      Yann stepped closer and I winced. No, Yann, back away, not today!

      "Can I help wit anyting?"

      She shook her head and her voice came out small and tight. "You're very kind to offer. What you must think of me!" She shook her head again, the strand of gray at her temple falling loose from her low bun. "I'm sure you've heard the rumors."

      My heartbeat picked up. So she was aware of them? Now that I thought of it, she had to be, in a small town like this.

      "No!" Yann's voice thundered through the space, and Sara looked up. "I don't beliefe dem. Een fact, I—I wanted to know eef—" Yann cleared his throat and scratched at his neck. "Eef you would want to go on a date wit me?" He shook his head and stepped back. "I am sorry, dat was too forward and you are—"

      She stepped closer, her chin tilted up to him. "I'd love to, Yann."

      He froze. "Rrreally?"

      I shook my head. No no no no no.

      She nodded.

      "Oh! Oh, grrreat. Wow. Heh." Yann shifted on his feet. "Tonight, den?"

      She nodded, they made a few arrangements, and then parted ways, each glancing back at the other before Sara headed toward the hotel and Yann headed outside to the beach.

      Iggy, Hank, and I stood alone in the shadows of the lobby.

      I turned to them and lowered my voice. "Forget everything I said outside. We love bodies, this is our thing, and we're going to make sure Miss Sara's not a killer because I love Yann, and I don't want him to be spider food."

      "You should have said you don't want to see Yann caught in her tangled web." Iggy nodded.

      "Yeah, you're right, that's better."

      Hank rubbed his hands together. "Wow, okay. Got to admit, I'm pretty pumped about this. We haven't investigated a murder together since Bruma."

      I chuckled at him. "Actually, we did look into your mentor, Colin's, death."

      "Oh yeah. I just—" His throat bobbed. "You know, I'm just excited to feel like part of the team."

      "Whoa." Iggy held up his hands. "You're a trainee, at best, okay? You're here on a trial basis."

      I held a hand to the side of my mouth. "You're on the team."

      Hank grinned.

      "Trainee," Iggy insisted. "We have to see how you operate under fire."

      "You know," Hank grinned, "back home, as a prince, I kind of felt responsible for upholding the rule of law and abiding by it and all that. But here, I'm just a regular guy who can snoop like—"

      "Investigate," Iggy corrected.

      "Sorry. Investigate like anyone else."

      "That's enough out of you, rookie." Iggy turned to me. "Alright, what's the plan?"
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      Soon we stood outside Nazo Suzuki's hotel room on an upper floor of the Doragon. Hank had found it using the same locater spell we'd used to find the businesses for our tea deliveries. No one stood guard and no police tape stretched across the door like I'd expected. I guessed, since the reviewer's death hadn't been ruled murder, there wasn't much point to a whole lot of security measures.

      I looked left and right down the long hallway. Lights set into the ceiling cast white pools in even intervals down the hall. Tiny black shadows swirled in those light pools, enchanted to look like swimming fish.

      I looked up at Hank, a nervous grin on my face, and bounced on my heels. "Coast is clear. What now?"

      He rolled back his white cotton shirt, revealing his thick wrists, and gave me an exaggerated wink. "I've got a few tricks up my sleeve."

      "What, are you a magician now?" Iggy rolled his eyes. "If you can open the door, just open it."

      Hank jiggled the locked knob. It was brass and molded to look like a sleeping dragon curled in on itself. He hovered his big hands over it. I glanced right and left down the still empty hallway, and my stomach twisted with nerves. How would we explain this if Miss Sara found us… or the police?

      He closed his eyes and the hairs on my arms rose as an electric charge flashed through the air. Hank scrunched up his eyes and tried again, then again.

      "Anytime now…." Iggy folded his flame arms.

      Hank licked his lips, squeezed his eyes tight, and—CLICK— the door swung open.

      I gasped and ducked inside with Iggy, Hank right behind me. He turned and slowly shut the door, then locked it. I playfully swatted at his arm.

      "How did you learn to pick locks?" I lifted a brow. "Are you secretly a bad boy?"

      His face reddened all the way to the tip of his big, straight nose. But he tried for a cavalier attitude, propping one foot on a chair and leaning on his bent leg. He waggled his brows. "I may have learned a few illegal spells back in my wild boyhood."

      "Okay." Iggy shook his head. "If you're trying to sound tough, don't say boyhood."

      I tried hard to hold back my smile and play along with Hank's suave act. "Illegal?" I sauntered up to him. "Were you breaking into the royal wine cellars to have a rager with your bros?"

      A smile tugged at Hank's lips, though he fought it and kept his blue eyes squinted, jaw set. "Nah. I was a lone wolf."

      I shook my head. "Society just couldn't contain your wild ways."

      He narrowed his glare. "Exactly. And neither could those elderly royal librarians."

      I pressed a hand to my mouth to hold in my giggle.

      "They just couldn't keep young, rogue Hank from breaking into the restricted section of the library."

      "Stop." Iggy gasped and held out a flame hand, tears trickling from his eyes as he shook with laughter. His tears sizzled as they fell and hit the bottom of the lantern.

      "Yeah, they tried." Hank kicked the chair away, propelling himself upright. A toothpick magically appeared between his teeth and a butterfly knife in his hand. "But I practiced lock spell after lock spell, until one day I opened that forbidden door and stepped into those dusty archives, looking for books on swallows."

      "What happened—did they catch you?" My shoulders shook as I fought the giggles.

      Hank flipped the knife, attempting a trick I guessed, but frowned, fumbled, and dropped it. He straightened and with a waggle of his fingers the knife disappeared. "You didn't see that."

      "See what?" I shrugged.

      Hank rolled the toothpick between his teeth. "But nah, they didn't catch me. It was a creepy, forgotten room in the bowels of the castle. I picked up the first book, opened it to a dark, black spell that seemed to whisper all around me."

      "Ugh." I recoiled. "That sounds scary."

      "Oh, it was." Hank's lip twitched. "Which is why I dropped it and ran away, and never went back."

      I chuckled.

      "Ahhahaha." Iggy wiped away the tears as he laughed.

      "But I'm glad all those spells came in handy today." He grinned and the toothpick disappeared. "I'm surprised I remembered them."

      I laughed and stepped forward, wrapping my arms around him. "Me too."

      He hugged me back, then we turned to survey the hotel room. Nazo's tatami mat bed hadn't been rolled up and stored away—the white, thrashed sheets lay strewn across it and the wooden floor. Across from us, french doors looked out onto a beautiful view of the sparkling ocean, and on the right side of the room, across from the bed, a wardrobe and desk stood against the wall.

      "Should we look around? We need to see if he'd written a review for this place."

      I stepped forward and set Iggy on the desk, then surveyed the wardrobe. I scrunched up my nose as the spicy scent of the dead man's cologne hit me. I turned from the hangers filled with tailored suits and pressed collared shirts and waved a hand in front of my nose. "He must've gone through buckets of that stuff. It smells…so…strong." I sneezed. Then froze and winced—that had been loud. Loud enough for someone in the hallway to hear. Hank, who stood by the wood desk, froze, one eye closed. After a few moments of silence, we straightened.

      Hank waved me over. "Come look at this." He pointed at a piece of parchment on the desk, Nazo Suzuki's quill beside it. Something about that enchanted quill lying there, still and unmoving, reminded me that the reviewer had died—his quill would never write another piece again. I'd been having fun with Hank and Iggy, but now I sobered; someone might have murdered him. Someone with a pretty face and charming smile who might have her sights set on Yann. My stomach clenched as I scanned the paper.

      "Doragon Does It Again" was scrawled across the top of the sheet. I frowned as I read. "Huh. 'As beautiful on the inside as it is on the outside.'" I shook my head. "First class service. Views to die for." I winced at that last line. Poor choice of words in retrospect.

      "He left Doragon a glowing review. If this had been published, it could only have boosted business for Miss Sara." My frown deepened. "Then what were they arguing about? And what had he done to warrant sending her that enormous bouquet of flowers?"

      Hank shrugged and passed me another piece of parchment. "I don't know—but take a look at this one."

      I winced as I read. "Dango's Tranquility Spa—more like Turbulent Spa. The place is a chaotic mess, with proprietors who don't understand the concept of 'inside' voices." I pulled my lips to the side. "Oof. That's rough."

      "But true," Iggy chimed in. "It's funny because it's true."

      I couldn't help but smile in spite of myself. "It's not funny, Iggy. What if this got him killed?" I lifted the sheet and my brows.

      "But Dango seemed surprised to hear of the death—he didn't even know it was Nazo Suzuki who'd died." Hank tilted his head to the side, a crease between his brows as he thought. "I suppose he could have been acting."

      I nodded. "It did seem odd that he hadn't heard about the death. In a town this small, a famous critic dying—that news had to have spread like wildfire."

      Hank worried his lip. "So, Sara's seeming like less of a suspect… at least until we can ascertain what she and Mr. Suzuki were arguing about."

      I nodded. "And Dango's looking worse. His spa seems to be struggling, and a bad review might have killed the business—"

      "So Dango killed first!" Iggy drew a line across his throat… or where one would be if he weren't a flame.

      "Maybe." I grinned at Iggy, then Hank. "We still don't know if he was killed at all, right? But you know, we make a good team."

      Hank's eyes focused on me, and his smile dropped. "We are a good team. In fact, now is probably not the right time, but I'm feeling adventurous and—"

      The doorknob jiggled and I pressed a finger to Hank's lips. I covered my own mouth and looked with wide eyes to Hank, then Iggy. Someone was trying to get in! Who? Probably the police. And how would it look if they found us rummaging around a dead man's room?

      I dropped my hand from my mouth and glanced around, my heartbeat thundering in my ears. I pointed to the green velvet blackout curtains that hung on either side of the french doors and mouthed, "Hide!"
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      We'd just barely ducked behind the floor-length curtains when the lock clicked and the door creaked open. I pressed myself tighter to the wall and held very still, praying Iggy wouldn't somehow light the curtain on fire. I looked right, over my shoulder, at Hank, who stood on the other side of the french doors that led out onto the balcony.

      I worried my lip, but he gave me a tight-lipped nod, his eyes steady, reassuring. I gulped. I had to admit, it felt great to have Hank as a snooping partner. He made me feel a little safer. Still, my heart slammed against my chest and breath came in shaky gasps that sounded way too loud in my ears.

      Footsteps padded across the floor. A drawer slid open, then another. Papers rustled. I frowned at the frantic pace of whoever was searching the room. That didn't seem like the way the police would operate… plus they'd already searched, undoubtedly. I licked my lips and slowly, slowly eased to the side and peeked around the curtain.

      A shorter man with graying hair was on hands and knees, searching the floor under the desk. He sat up suddenly and smacked his head on the desk.

      "Ow!" he hissed, and pressed his hands to the balding spot on top. He turned toward me, his eyes squeezed shut in pain, and I stifled a gasp as I recognized him—Dango! I ducked back behind the curtain and flashed my eyes at Hank.

      He lifted his brows.

      "Dang-o," I mouthed.

      His eyes widened, and still pressed against the wall, he ever so slightly lifted the parchment in his hand. He held the bad review—which was what Dango had to be looking for. Dango might be the killer, but there were two of us—well, three with Iggy—against one, and we'd be taking him by surprise. Maybe we could startle a confession out of him. I licked my lips and drew in a quick breath. I gave Hank a short nod, my eyes blazing, then pushed the curtain aside.

      "Looking for this, Dango?" I threw my arm to the right, just as Hank tossed aside his curtain and stepped forward, the bad review of the Tranquility Spa in his hand.

      The little man lurched to his feet and stumbled back, tripping over the desk chair and landing on his back. "What? How did— Who are—?" He panted and looked back and forth between us, then frowned as he recognized us. "Hey. You're, uh, Jool's friends, with the tea."

      "Jun." I shook my head. "That doesn't matter. What matters is why you're snooping around a dead man's room. Were you looking for the terrible review he left you? Did you kill him to keep the review from being printed?" I jabbed my finger at him accusingly.

      "Oh no, she's using the finger on you." Iggy feigned terror.

      Dango scrambled to his feet. "Not a chance!"

      "Your spa is clearly struggling. You knew he'd had a bad experience there. And you yourself said a bad review from Nazo Suzuki would put a place out of business." I stood with my feet wide, arms crossed, and glared at him. Hopefully I looked intimidating enough for him to confess.

      "Come on, Imogen, give the guy a break." Hank rested a hand on my shoulder.

      I jerked my head to look at him. What was this?

      His eyes darted to Dango, then back to me, and he gave me a little nod, his brows raised. I narrowed my eyes—huh? Then it clicked. I had to bite the inside of my cheek to keep from smiling. He was being good cop to my bad cop. My boyfriend was such a nerd. I felt this had a very small chance of succeeding, but I had no choice but to play along.

      Hank gave my shoulder a little shake. "The guy has clearly fallen on hard times. The economy, am I right?" Hank lifted a palm, and Dango nodded, hesitantly looking from me to Hank. "Who would blame him if he got frustrated with some snooty critic and snapped? His livelihood was in jeopardy."

      I tried hard not to grin. Snooty was a nice touch—it was how Dango had described Nazo Suzuki earlier.

      Dango had been nodding along, caught up in agreeing with Hank, till that last part. He scowled. "I didn't snap," he scoffed. "Besides, who needs that guy and his stuck-up reviews. I know I've got a good business." He pointed both index fingers at me. "And I'm not the only one."

      I frowned. "What's that supposed to mean?"

      Dango folded his arms and looked down his nose at me, smug. "It means I have a secret angel investor who always believes in and funds my ideas. There's no way my business is going under. Things always work out for me." His face reddened. "And I'll have another great idea too, even better than my first one."

      I narrowed my eyes. "What was your first idea?"

      He hugged his arms tighter around himself. "Nothing."

      It was like talking to a grumpy child. "Do things always work out for you because you make them work out? By killing anyone who threatens your success?" I cocked my head and stared him down.

      He let out a heavy sigh. "Look, I know I'm not supposed to be in here, but I just wanted to see if I could find the review." He waved an arm toward Hank, who still held it. "I figured, the guy's dead, nobody needs to read about the food poisoning he got at my spa or how—"

      "Food poisoning?" I crinkled my nose.

      "Yeah, whatever." Dango waved a hand, then narrowed his eyes at me, then Hank. "Hey, what are you two doing in here anyway?" He planted his hands on his hips. "How do I know you two didn't off him?"

      My mouth fell open. How dare he! "I—we didn't—" I sputtered.

      "Uh-huh." Dango looked smug again. "That's what I thought." He lunged forward and magically summoned the review right out of Hank's hand before he could react, and dashed for the door. "I'll be leaving now."

      "We're going to report you!" My hands clenched into fists at my side.

      Dango spun in the doorway. "If you do, I'll report you back."

      "Sea snakin', flotsam face!" I growled. "That guy's so annoying."

      "You tell him!"

      I glared at Iggy, and Hank chuckled. He held up a sheet of paper that looked identical to the one Dango had stolen. "Good thing I made a copy."

      I grinned. "You're so clever."

      He slipped it in among the other papers on the desk. "If the police come back, nothing will be missing."

      My eyes landed on a red-and-white checkered sheet of crumpled wax paper in the bin next to the desk, and my stomach rumbled. I sighed. "Mission over. Time for lunch?" I gestured at the wrapper. "Should we try that Better Than OKonomiyaki stand again? Seems like everybody's eating there."

      Hank chuckled and slid an arm around my shoulders. "Yeah, I think it's time good cop and bad cop took a lunch break."

      "We missed lunch." I waved a hand. "This is early dinner."

      "What does that make me?" Iggy peeked out from his lantern. "If you're good cop, and he's bad cop?"

      I shrugged. "Uh… baby cop?"

      He scowled and ducked back inside his lantern. "I hate it."
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      We checked back at our room on our way out, but the guards had left for their shift on the fishing boats and none of our friends from Bijou Mer were around.

      I shrugged. "Must still be out making tea deliveries."

      Hank took my hand. "It's a date then."

      I grinned and hefted up the lantern. "Plus Iggy."

      My flame folded his arms. "Goody."

      Hank grinned too, and we headed downstairs. The walk along the boardwalk was lovely, with the sky a beautiful gold and fuchsia sunset and a happy crowd gathering on the beach, staking out their spots. I remembered Miss Sara saying that tonight would be the highlight of the magical manta migration. A real tongue twister, that.

      We soon reached the pier and I spotted the red-and-white-striped tent. A couple with a little boy scooped some change off the counter and pushed away from the stools just as we arrived.

      I grinned up at Hank. "They're open! And perfect timing!"

      He flashed his dazzling smile at me and swung our linked hands. I set Iggy on the counter and slid onto the middle red leather stool, while Hank took the one on my left. The man behind the counter stood with his back to us.

      He lifted a basket of steaming noodles, gave it a shake, then set it back down into boiling water. He moved to the side, repeated the action with a second basket, and then turned to us, wiping his weathered hands on the stained towel tucked into the tie of his apron.

      He smiled at us. A couple of gaps marked missing teeth, and his tanned, leathery skin creased at the corners of his eyes. I guessed him to probably be in his midfifties or sixties, though the sun might have made him look older than he was. "Welcome. A couple of new faces."

      I shifted on my stool as he stared at me just a little too long. I nodded. "Yep, our first time here."

      "Here at my food stall, or here in Umiru?"

      "Uh, both." I smiled, though his constant gaze on me made me a little uneasy.

      He threw his head back and laughed, then clapped his hands.

      Iggy made a face at me. "Yeah… good one."

      I flashed my eyes to tell him to be quiet.

      "So… I've never had okonomiyaki before." Hank cleared his throat and the man finally looked at him. "What do you recommend?"

      The old guy held up a skinny, knobby finger. "I'll make you my special."

      "Okay, great." Hank shrugged at me, and I shrugged back. Sounded fine to me—though I literally had no idea what kind of food we were about to eat.

      "This food stall is an island staple." The little man whirled on me and bowed. "I'm Genji, by the way." Hank and I inclined our heads, while Iggy just looked the skinny man up and down.

      With his hollow cheeks and leathery skin, he looked a bit mummified. Lanterns suddenly flickered to life above our heads and on all the little tents and carts that lined the pier. I glanced behind me and found the sky had darkened to blues and purples.

      "My parents ran this stall before I took over. A family business." He laughed again to himself, a little too hard, as he dipped a big ladle into a bowl of light beige liquid, then poured it out on the large griddle that spanned the entire length of the counter. He repeated the process, then used the back of the spoon and smoothed each puddle of batter into a smooth circle. Behind him, enchanted knives chopped the stalks of green onions into thin disks.

      "Oh. It's like a pancake." I cocked my head to the side, fascinated as he reached for a huge bowl of shredded cabbage and piled an enormous mound onto each one.

      He nodded, his head bobbing on his too-thin neck. "Exactly, exactly."

      A big pile of bean sprouts came next, then sliced green onions, seaweed seasoning, grated kelp, and then strips of bacon.

      I leaned closer to Hank and eyed the mountains of food sizzling away in front of us. "I know I said I was hungry, but I don't know if I can eat all that."

      Iggy cackled. "Right. You tell yourself that."

      I rolled my eyes at him, then took a deep breath through my nose and groaned. It was starting to smell heavenly. It did have bacon on it—what else did I need, really?

      "I hear this is the best place to watch the migration from." I gestured to the crowded beach behind us. More and more people seemed to be pouring in.

      Genji nodded as he zigzagged a drizzle of batter on top of the bacon. "Best night of the year, if you ask me. It's just stunning."

      I noticed a long brass telescope set up against the wall and pointed at it. "Is that for watching the monsters?"

      His eyes followed my finger and he jumped, lunged for the telescope, and turned it toward the water. "Uh, yes. Yes, exactly. For watching the manta… and stargazing."

      Hank nodded. "Sounds like a great hobby."

      Genji pulled two metal spatulas from his apron pockets, slid both under the first pancake, then grinned at us. "This is the most exciting part."  I gasped as he lifted, then flipped the enormous pile of toppings in one fluid movement. Before I could speak, he'd done the same with the second one.

      He moved to the boilers behind him and spooned out a big pile of thick soba noodles, then tossed them on the griddle beside the pancakes. He ladled some oil onto the noodles, shaped them into a circle, then repeated this to make a second pile. After a few moments, he flipped the noodles, their tops now golden brown.

      My mouth dropped and I pointed. "The noodles are like pancakes, too."

      "Wha—?" Iggy mimicked me. "What sorcery is this? Noodles mashed together into circles?"

      I shot him a withering look.

      My flame cackled and leaned out of the lantern toward Genji. He thumbed at me. "This one grew up in the human world."

      The man lifted his brows in surprise, but didn't take his eyes off the griddle.

      Hank rested his hand on my lower back. "It is pretty fascinating to watch."

      "Thank you." I flashed my eyes at Iggy. See—someone else found it semimagical.

      Genji used both metal spatulas to smash down the gigantic pile of toppings, scooped the whole thing up, and plopped it on top of the noodle pile. He repeated this for the second okonomiyaki, then grinned at us, a few spaces between his teeth. "Like a sandwich now."

      Iggy clasped his hands and turned to me, his eyes wide. "A sandwich," he breathed.

      I clicked my tongue at him, but couldn't stop the smile that twitched at the corner of my mouth.

      Genji tidied up the piles, scooping the cabbage and onions that had fallen from the middle back into the sides. He snapped his fingers, and two eggs lifted from a carton behind him, floated to the griddle, and cracked themselves. Genji lifted his brows at Iggy, then tilted his head to the hovering eggshells.

      Iggy frowned, then his eyes lit up as he understood. He nodded eagerly and the shells flew into his mouth. Iggy closed his eyes and crunched happily away on them. Huh. I'd never thought to feed him those before.

      "You like eggshells?"

      "You don't? They're the best part."

      Hank and I exchanged looks, and I shrugged. "You learn something new every day."

      Genji threw his head back and laughed. I knew I was funny—but it seemed a bit overkill to laugh that hard. Maybe he was just a cheerful guy.

      "So, what brings you three to Umiru? Here to watch the migration, I'm sure?" He stared at me with his dark eyes.

      I glanced at Hank, then rubbed the back of my neck. "Actually, we're here to help a friend with some business. But we'll be watching the magic monsters too."

      Genji snapped his fingers and the towering piles of food lifted from the griddle and settled themselves perfectly on the frying eggs. In the blink of an eye the whole pile flipped again and settled with a burst of steam onto the grill, the egg now on top. I lifted my nose and took a big whiff of bacon, fried batter, and egg. My mouth watered and my stomach growled.

      The bony man blinked. "Where are you staying?"

      Hank cleared his throat. "At the Doragon Spa."

      "Ah!" Genji clapped his long, thin hands. "With Miss Sara?"

      I nodded. "Our friends know her well."

      He held up a finger and turned his back to us. He dug around in a drawer, rattles and the tinkle of glass mixing with the sound of the crowd behind us and the sizzle of the grill. A squirt bottle of dark red sauce floated magically up and drizzled a zigzag over each fried egg, then an enchanted shaker of green seaweed flakes dusted the tops.

      Genji whirled around, a glossy, wrinkled photograph in his hands. He snapped it, then rushed forward and pushed it toward me. "Do you recognize these two?”
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      I leaned back—Genji had practically touched the photograph to my nose—and squinted at the faded image. A tall, thin young man stood smiling and squinting into the sun with his arm around a lovely young woman with freckles on her cheeks. She, unlike the man, was not smiling. They stood with the sandy beach curving behind them, the ocean dotted with fishing boats, their nets trailing behind. In the magically moving photograph, the woman shifted away from the man and the boats bobbed on the waves behind them.

      Hank leaned over to get a look. His eyes darted from the picture to Genji. "That's you."

      Genji bobbed his head. "And…." He tapped at the woman.

      I swallowed. "Uh…" The freckles looked familiar. "Miss Sara?"

      "Yes!" Genji practically squealed with delight.

      Hank watched him, arms folded across his chest. "You must have been quite young when that picture was taken."

      Genji nodded, his eyes glued to the photo. "Yes. In our twenties. This was before the monsters came."

      My stomach tightened and I stole a glance at Hank. A muscle in his jaw jumped and I knew he had to be thinking the same thing I was. Before Hank's father sent the monsters.

      Genji's eyes focused in on the picture. "She's still as beautiful today as she was then."

      I lifted my brows at Hank, then turned to Genji. "Did you two… date?"

      His smile drooped and his eyes grew tight. "We were engaged."

      "Whoa." Iggy stopped munching on his eggshells.

      I lifted a brow. Even back in their twenties they’d made a bit of an odd couple. Not that I knew either well, but Sara seemed so poised and elegant and reserved, while Genji seemed full of wiry, frenetic energy, and was openly sharing personal details with us—total strangers.

      "What happened?" I shook my head. "If you don't mind my asking."

      Genji's nostrils flared. "I broke the engagement off."

      I blinked. Not what I'd been expecting.

      "Right…." Iggy widened his eyes. "You're sure she didn't break up with you?"

      I shot my flame a look. I mean, it was what I'd been thinking, but it was rude to say.

      Genji shook his head and tucked the photo in the pocket of his apron. "Poor Sara. She was so hurt."

      "Seriously?!"

      I flashed my eyes at Iggy. His degree of disbelief was just getting insulting… and this was a man who was preparing our food.

      "My parents pressured me into breaking it off. The monster attack had left her penniless. Her father was a fisherman, one of the best, but he and the rest of her family were killed, and her home destroyed. My parents thought I'd be marrying down." Genji hung his head.

      "That's terrible." Hank swiveled on his stool and glanced at the towering spa and hotel behind us, then turned back to Genji. "It's even more impressive how much she's accomplished, given that she had nothing when she started."

      Genji grunted. He lifted his head. "My wife died last year."

      I jerked. Quite a change of topic. "Oh my goodness, I'm so sorry."

      Genji smiled. "Thank you. It's been a tough time. Her health seemed to have been improving. It made it all the more shocking when she came back from her day at Miss Sara's spa and suddenly died of a heart attack." He shrugged, his grin widening. "Lately, I've been thinking perhaps Miss Sara and I might reconnect. I've just begun to feel open to love again… and she's the one who got away."

      I raised my brows. Or was he the one who got away… from being killed by the black widow? "Your wife died of a heart attack"—I flashed my eyes at Hank—"like that man who passed away yesterday?"

      Hank folded his big hands in front of him and leaned forward. "If you don't mind my asking, did your wife have a history of illness?"

      "Oh, yes." Genji gave us a tight-lipped smile. "She was ailing for many years. I thought perhaps a day at the spa would do her some good." He shook his head slightly.

      I frowned. Well… maybe if his wife had been ill for some time, it was just an unfortunate coincidence that she'd died after a visit to Miss Sara's spa. Genji certainly didn't seem to be harboring any suspicion… but then again, he seemed infatuated.

      The thin man with leathery skin let out a sigh as he gazed out over the crowded beach toward the Doragon, the last rays of light glinting off its green roof tiles.

      A line creased the space between Hank's brows as he followed Genji's gaze, then looked at me with a question in his eyes. I shrugged—I wasn't sure what to make of it, either.

      He cleared his throat. "Have you spoken to Sara? It's best to be direct."

      I couldn't hold back the huge smile that spread across my face. "Oh, like you were?"

      Hank glanced at me, then reddened. "Well—that was a different kind of— I was in disguise, we were competing…." He grinned. "You had a crush on a murderous medic."

      I gasped. Oh, really? He wanted to go there? I narrowed my eyes at him, a grin still on my lips. "You were engaged to a princess."

      Hank's mouth dropped, then he chuckled. "Touché."

      Genji seemed oblivious to our exchange, still looking out across the crowded beach toward the Doragon Spa. He let out another heavy sigh. "I thought of speaking with her the other day, but then I saw her with another one of her beaus."

      I raised my brows. "Another one? She has a lot of boyfriends?"

      He seemed not to have heard, and let out yet another wistful sigh. "Poor Miss Sara… she's had so much success in business, but has been very unlucky in love. The man I saw her with was the man who died yesterday." He shook himself and smiled widely at the okonomiyaki sizzling away on the grill. "It's alright… she's so important and fancy now." His smile widened. "She probably wouldn't be interested in a lowly food stall guy like me."

      "Yeah, probably not." Iggy leaned out his lantern and peered toward the griddle. "You got any more eggshells back there?"

      "Iggy!" I shook my head at him.

      But Genji didn't seem to have noticed. He snapped his fingers and the okonomiyaki lifted into two checkered-paper-lined baskets, trailing a dusting of cabbage, and then settled in front of us.

      The skinny man bowed and wiped his hands on the towel hanging from his waist. "I hope you enjoy." He turned away from us and took to replenishing the baskets of noodles.

      I swiveled and looked at Hank, then lowered my voice with a glance at Genji's back, uncertain if he was listening. "I'm worried about Yann." I grimaced. "You heard Genji. Sara was jilted when she was young. Maybe she never got over the heartbreak and takes it out on her beaus, which she apparently has a lot of."

      I gulped and glanced again at Genji's back, then leaned even closer to Hank. "And Genji's wife dies after a day at the spa? Of a heart attack? Just like Nazo Suzuki, who was apparently Sara's boyfriend, died of a heart attack at the spa after an argument with her." I whimpered. "Tell me I'm just being paranoid?"

      I sat back as Hank thought it over. A little crease formed between his brows and he got this distant look in his eyes that let me know the wheels were turning. I faced my okonomiyaki and took a deep inhale. My mouth watered, and though I had a moment of hesitation about how to eat this tower of food, I decided to dive in with my hands. I grabbed the wobbling stack like a sandwich and bit in.

      "Uh. Did you just unhinge your jaw like a snake?" Iggy shrank back.

      I munched away, shredded cabbage tumbling from my lips. "Dog mock me." I swallowed. "I'm so worried about Yann, I almost can't eat."

      Iggy gave me a flat look. "Almost."

      I took another bite of the delicious thing. It was like a magical mix between a sandwich and a pancake and a pizza. It shouldn't work, but it did.

      Hank let out a heavy sigh, also glanced at Genji's back, then leaned over to me. "I don't like to jump to conclusions, but I believe you're right to be concerned for Yann. At least enough to urge him to be cautious."

      I munched on another savory bite, full of textures and flavors. "Dig you see ga way he wooked ag her dough?" I chewed more and swallowed. "He's head over heels already. And they're probably on their date right now. The longer we wait, the more enchanted with her he's going to be."

      Crash! I jumped and looked up. Genji shot us an apologetic smile and dipped to scoop up the metal spoons and spatulas he'd knocked to the floor.

      Hank nodded. "Maybe we can catch him before he goes on this date. Just give him the facts of what we know and let him decide for himself."

      I took one more huge bite and shoved off the stool. I grabbed Iggy's lantern. "Let's go."

      Hank's eyes widened as he glanced at my nearly empty basket, then at his untouched food. "How did you—?" He gaped.

      "Step right up, folks," Iggy mock tipped a hat, "and see the magical bottomless pit."

      I rolled my eyes, but Hank dropped a few gold coins on the counter and bowed his head. "Thank you very much. I'll be taking this to go." Hank's food magically folded the paper wrapper around itself and floated into his twill pants pocket.

      Genji frowned. "Off so soon?"

      Hank bowed, then we turned and found the sun had set at our backs, the sky deepening into inky blues and blacks. A few lanterns glowed here and there on the beach, but other than that it was eerily dark. Even the spas along the beach and across the main street had dimmed their lights—I guessed to enhance the viewing of the glowing monsters.

      I took Hank's hand and squeezed it. "Let's find Yann."

      He squeezed back and nodded. We set off for the hotel.
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      It turned out, we didn't even have to go all the way back to the hotel to catch up with Yann and Sara. Hank and I almost literally ran into them about halfway back on the boardwalk. In the darkness of all the dimmed lights, we nearly bumped into the happily strolling couple, who only had eyes for each other.

      "Oof!" Yann startled, then grinned when he recognized us. "Imogen! Hank! Iggy!" The corners of his eyes crinkled and he scooped me and Hank into a tight bear hug. My cheek squished into my eye and I thought I might pass out. He released us and stepped back. I lifted Iggy in his lantern to get a better look.

      My eyes widened. "Yann. You look great." He wore a button-up shirt and a green silk tie that really brought out the red of his hair. He'd trimmed his beard and shaved his neck and wore his hair oiled back. I'd never seen him look so dressed-up.

      His face reddened, and Sara, with a tight-lipped smile, tucked her one gray strand of hair behind her ear. She looked up at her date, who towered above her. "You do look quite handsome tonight." Her dark eyes widened. "Oh, you have a little—" She reached a slender hand up and plucked a few sesame seeds from his wiry beard.

      Yann's throat bobbed and his eyes shone. Someone was in a good mood… a great mood. I bit my lip. Which made this even harder. I reminded myself of the facts. We knew of two people who'd been killed after visiting Sara's spa, and had heard rumors of all her other lovers winding up dead. We didn't know for sure, but my friend might be in danger—and his safety had to come first.

      We all shuffled to the side as a group of teenagers bounced past, fried food in their hands and a magical manta kite flapping its fins above them.

      "The migration should be starting soon." Sara smiled at us. "Would you care to watch it with us? My employees staked out a special spot for us on the beach—the best spot."

      I glanced at Hank, a lump in my throat, then looked up at Yann and bit my lip. "Actually, um… Yann, could I talk to you for a moment? Privately?" I tried not to look at Sara.

      "Is everything alright?"

      I glanced at the beautiful woman, whose brows pulled together in concern.

      Hank squared his shoulders. "Yes, but a… situation has arisen. Something pressing… and we need Yann to return to the hotel with us."

      Sara stepped forward. "Is everyone all right? Can I help? I'll come with you."

      Yann's eyes widened and his chin quivered. He kept his eyes on Hank as he reached to the side and took Sara's hand. "Ees eet Wiley? I always knew someting bad would happen to heem."

      I frowned. "What? No. It's…." Why would he think something bad would happen to Wiley, of all people? I mean yeah, he had a temper and in the past had gotten into fights and landed himself in jail a few times and…. Yeah, okay, I could see it. They were both staring at me. I had to think of something. "I mean… yeah." I shook my head and winced. "You called it."

      Iggy's mouth disappeared for a moment. "Smooth," he whispered. "She's still got it."

      Hank blinked and held still. My lip hurt from biting it so hard. "So, uh, we'll go back, but, Sara, I'd hate for you to miss the migration, so you enjoy and we'll see you later." I grabbed Yann's arm and started toward the hotel. He didn't budge—it was like tugging on a brick wall.

      Sara waved a hand at the dense crowd camped out on chairs and blankets, their faces turned toward us and the sea beyond. "I've seen it a hundred times. Your friend is more important. Is he ill? Was he hurt?"

      "Uh, no, nothing like that."

      They frowned at me, confused.

      "Or… maybe, yes? A little like that." I looked at Hank, my eyes begging him for help.

      "It's a private matter." Hank rubbed his wrist.

      "Dat you need my help for?" Yann's brows pinched together in worry and confusion.

      I didn't blame him. I took his big, thick, calloused hand. "We'll explain on the way. I'm very sorry to break up your date, but we've got to borrow you." I turned to Sara. "I'm sorry." And I was. I didn't know for sure she was a killer, but I needed to get my friend away from her so he could know all the facts.

      "Oh!" A collective gasp of wonder rose up from the crowd on the beach.

      I whirled toward the sea and sucked in a breath. The whole ocean glowed. The clear water was a sparkling, swirling vortex of neon greens, blues, purples, and reds. I stood transfixed as a manta ray monster the size of a tennis court leapt out of the water. Its fins, shaped like pointed wings, spread wide and it flapped them, once, twice, three times, flying over the water's surface. From its long, whip-like tail and wing tips, a sparkling trail of glowing plankton shimmered in the air and stayed there, like a jet trail. Then another leapt and another. The glowing monsters streaked across the sky, diving up and down and dancing around each other.

      Tears welled in my eyes. I couldn't quite explain why, except that it was one of the most magical, beautiful things I'd ever seen. Like the northern lights come to life. I jumped when something touched my hand, then relaxed as Hank's fingers slid through mine and curled around my hand. He slid closer, so that we stood shoulder to shoulder.

      I glanced up at him. The green and blue lights flashed across the sharp lines of his jaw and the straight angle of his big nose. A happy warmth flooded my chest. I was so happy that we got to experience this—together.

      That happy warmth drained as my gaze drifted to my right. A red light lit up Sara's face, her eyes wide and glassy—was that fear in them?

      Hank bumped into me and I stumbled to the side. He looked down, his face green, then purple with the flashing lights. "Sorry. Are you all right?"

      The crowd oohed, making it difficult to hear him.

      I nodded, then froze in surprise as Genji, the man from the food stall, rushed past Hank toward Sara.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            32

          

          

      

    

    







            Unlucky in Love

          

        

      

    

    
      Sara let go of Yann's arm and stepped a few paces back. Behind Genji, the plankton gradually drifted down through the sky to the sea, forming a dusting of glowing sparkles in the air, like a rainstorm of fairy dust. He turned to us, his back to the sea and the lights, which cast his features in shadow.

      "Is everything all right?" Hank angled himself slightly in front of me.

      Iggy glanced from the man to the pier where his tent was. "Who's watching your food stand?"

      Genji held out his palm toward Hank, though his eyes darted to Miss Sara and the confused Yann. "You forgot your change."

      Hank didn't say anything for a moment. Then he cleared his throat. The crowd cheered as another enormous monster leapt from the depths of the sea and flew up and up through the sky before arcing down and crashing into the water with a huge splash. "I left you the change as a tip." Still the man didn't move. "But I appreciate your scrupulousness."

      Miss Sara pressed a hand to her collarbones, then looked at me. Her eyes narrowed slightly. "You… ate at his booth?" She tipped her head toward Genji, who still held his palmful of coins out to Hank.

      I gulped, then nodded.

      Miss Sara looked to Genji, who finally closed his hand and shoved the gold coins into his pocket, then at Hank and me. A red light flashed, and it was hard to tell in the dim, changing light, but a sour expression seemed to pass over her face, her mouth pinched, eyes full of hurt and anger. But in the next flash of brilliant purple, her calm, demure expression had returned. "He mentioned me?"

      My throat grew tight. This was awkward. "A little." I pinched my index finger and thumb together. I debated if I should say more, if I had the guts, but I wanted to see her reaction so I pushed on. "About how you were engaged long ago… how he broke it off."

      She grew grim, and a muscle in her jaw twitched. "Right. He left me." She bowed her head and pressed her lips together, collecting herself. She straightened and turned to my burly friend. "Yann, I suppose I must leave to you to attend to this private matter." Her eyes settled on me, and I wanted to inch further behind Hank and hide.

      Hank cleared his throat, his eyes on Genji. "And you must have your booth to return to—I wouldn't want to keep you any longer."

      The wiry man peeled his eyes from Sara, then looked at Yann, then Hank. He blinked, seeming not to have heard Hank, then shook himself and grinned, a little too wide. "Oh. Yes. Right, of course." He bowed. "Thanks for the tip." He shook his bag of coins, bowed again, and moved off down the boardwalk, half-turned, his eyes on Sara the whole time.

      I grabbed Yann's arm and looked up at him, my brows raised. "The um—matter we have to talk to you about?"

      He nodded, then turned to Sara and folded his hands. His throat bobbed and he looked stricken. "I am wery sorry to leaf you like dis. Maybe tomorrow, eef Wiley ees okay, we can haf raincheck?"

      Miss Sara flashed him a winning smile, her teeth glinting in the glowing light from the sea and sky. But her smile faded and her hard eyes slid to me. "I would love that, Yann. But it sounds as if your friends may be needing a lot of your time." She bowed, and before Yann could get another word out, kicked off her heels and strode off across the beach, picking her way between families on striped blankets and magically hovering hammocks.

      Ice flooded my stomach and I shot a worried look at Hank. Had she realized what we were up to when Genji appeared? Did she suspect he'd warned us about her? He hadn't really, but all the information he'd freely shared definitely cast suspicion on her. Maybe this wasn't the first time Genji had inadvertently ruined her plans. I gulped as I remembered the hurt and anger in her eyes when she'd looked at me—did she now have plans for me?

      We walked slowly back to the hotel, not without a few shouts from the crowd of "down in front!" Yann was basically a walking brick wall. We admitted Wiley was fine and filled him in on everything Genji had told us and our suspicions that the black widow rumors might be true. He hung his head and listened. He didn't say a word until we stood right outside the glass doors that led from the beach to the hotel lobby. Then he let out a world-weary sigh.

      "I yust…." He sighed again. "I yust hafn't felt dat way aboot a woman een—" He shook his head and his red bristly beard twitched as he gave a wry smile. "Een ower twenty years."

      I raised my brows and squeezed his arm.

      He let out a sad chuckle. "And I had bad luck back den, too."

      I frowned. "What do you mean, Yann?"

      "Olga. She was da prettiest woman een da village—een all da villages. I was een lofe with her. I couldn't believe my luck, dat she seemed to lofe me back." His throat bobbed and his voice grew tight. "But I was a fool. She only spent time wit me to get closer to my older brudder, Svenn. Svenn was a real man's man, ya know? Way bigger an' tougher dan little ol' me."

      Hank and I exchanged incredulous looks.

      "I couldn't compete. And eet was painful… to be around dem together. So I left." He shrugged his broad shoulders. "Besides, dey all mocked me ’cause I liked to bake." He sighed again and shook his head. "I tought maybe my luck had changed when Miss Sara agreed to a date. But I chould haf known. A woman dat wonderful would only go on a date wit a guy like me eef she was a black widow. I prolly look like a tasty fly."

      I opened my mouth to protest, to say what a wonderful man he was, but Yann patted my hand. He shot me a sad smile, his small brown eyes twinkling. "I know, I know. You always are so encouraging, Imogen, I'm chure you haf someting rrreally kind to say. But right now, I yust want to wallow a beet." He winked.

      Hank's expression was pained as he reached out and squeezed Yann's shoulder. "Would you like some company?" The corner of his mouth twitched toward a smile that didn't quite reach his eyes. "We could wallow with you?"

      Yann nodded and clapped Hank on the shoulder. It sent my boyfriend staggering a few steps back. "Wery kind of you, Hank, but no. I'd like to be alone wit my toughts." He bid us good night, then slunk into the hotel, his head hanging.

      My shoulders drooped. "If we did the right thing… why do I feel so bad?"

      Hank stepped forward and wrapped me in a tight hug. It helped… a little. Iggy, dangling from his lantern in my hand, warmed my leg. We stood like that, in silence, as the flashing colored light played off wooden planks below my feet.

      "Hank?"

      "Mm-hmm?"

      "Do you regret it?" I wasn't sure what made me ask him that right at that moment. But deep down, I felt guilty for dragging him and all my friends into this mess with Horace. If it weren't for me, they never would have had to break into Carclaustra, which meant we wouldn't have been caught and Hank wouldn't have defended me to the king and been banished from his kingdom. "Do you regret… I don't know, standing up to your father like that? Getting banished? I'm sure you must miss your home."

      Hank's hands traced circles over my back and he leaned his cheek against the top of my head. "I'm sorry you think I could regret that." He held me tighter. "I actually feel a little guilty, to be honest, that I don't miss it more. I mean, of course I do, Bijou Mer is my home, but being here with you—it's as if a secret wish of mine has been granted. I get to be a normal guy, spending time with the woman I love. And for the first time in my life, I've got the chance to figure out what I want to do with it."

      I snuggled tighter against him.

      "I know this is going to sound… corny, but it's true. Even if we hadn't ended up somewhere so lovely, if we were living in holes in trees, battling monsters all day long, I still wouldn't regret it. As long as I was with you."

      I pressed my face against his warm chest and dried the tears that welled in my eyes against his shirt.

      Iggy made a gagging noise.

      Thankfully, Hank ignored him. "I know this is probably completely the wrong time, but it's the first moment we've had alone." Hank leaned back and caught my eye. "But I've been wanting to explain myself, why I haven't yet asked you to—"

      "You know."

      The low, strange voice cut him off. It sounded close by. Hank's arms stiffened around me, then we broke apart at once and whirled, searching for whomever had spoken.

      "The view's better from up high."

      Hank and I staggered back, away from the sound. Twin flames burned in Hank's palms, ready to be fired. I lifted my face and found Leo, Horace's second-in-command, perched on the roof above us, one leg dangling over the edge of the sloping green tiles.
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      Leo grinned. He sat with one arm hugging a bent knee close, the other foot, sporting a leather high-top, swinging about five feet above our heads. I frowned and glanced around, but didn't spot a ladder or stairs. How had he gotten up there?

      Hank crouched. "Who are you?"

      I let out a sigh and gestured at the guy on the roof. "Hank, meet Leo. Leo, Hank."

      "Ahem."

      I held up my lantern. "And Iggy."

      Leo gave a slow blink, his heavy-lidded eyes focused on Hank. "You should probably put that fire away before you hurt yourself."

      Hank narrowed his eyes and squared his shoulders, the twin flames still blazing white-hot in his hands. "You sure you're not worried about me hurting you?"

      I pressed my eyes shut tight. So this was going well….

      I opened my eyes and plastered on a bright smile. "So, Leo, good to see you… up there. Any word from Horace?" I rose on my tiptoes and leaned right, trying to see around the peak of the roof. Was my brother hiding up there somewhere?

      "Let's walk and talk." In a tornado of black smoke, Leo floated to the ground, the magic disappearing as his sneakers touched the ground. He strode forward a few steps, then turned and looked over his shoulder. His pale lashes and brows nearly disappeared against his skin. "Well. Are you coming?"

      I gulped and looked up at Hank. His nostrils flared as he glared at the redheaded man ahead of us. "Why was he spying on us?"

      "Honestly." Iggy rolled his eyes. "You two are so boring."

      I shot Iggy a look, then shrugged. "Good question." I shook my head. "I don't know. But… I want to hear what he has to say."

      Hank looked at me, his lips pressed tight together. "All right." The flames in his hands vanished and he dropped his arms to his sides. "But for the record, I don't like it." The corner of his mouth twitched.

      I grinned. "Duly noted."

      Leo led the way up the beach to the dark, quiet main street. It seemed that just about everyone was down on the beach to watch the migration, and the town's lights had been dimmed to enhance the viewing. We passed dark, empty windows, the sea breeze rustling my hair and chilling me, sending goose bumps up my arms.

      I snuggled closer to Hank as we trailed behind Leo in his green flannel shirt. It was the same outfit he'd been wearing the other day when he plucked me from the river. I wondered if it was a kind of uniform for him. Or maybe just one of the few outfits he owned. Was he a ghost, and this was the only outfit he could wear for all eternity? I shook myself—it could just be a coincidence. I was so hungry for information about my brother and anyone connected to him that I seemed to be grasping at straws.

      "You said we'd walk and talk." Hank's deep voice shattered the dense silence as we passed the empty storefronts and veered right, toward the cliffs above. "So talk."

      Leo glanced over his shoulder and sneered, his eyes glinting in the darkness. "Bossy, aren't you?"

      Iggy cackled.

      Hank shook his head and lowered his voice. "You're sure you want to hear what this guy has to say?"

      I grinned up at him. "Less sure."

      We followed Leo down side streets until we stood at the base of the sheer cliffs that rose above the town. We'd taken the winding road down through them to get here, but from where we stood I couldn't see a road or path or any way up at all.

      Leo turned around and folded his arms across his chest. He jerked his chin at Hank. "That one has to stay."

      I blinked in surprise, unsure I'd heard him correctly. But as he continued to stare at me with that half-lidded look, I realized he meant to lead me off somewhere without Hank. I folded my own arms, mirroring him. "No way."

      Leo's jaw tightened, but Hank lifted his head with a triumphant sniff. That's right—I had my boyfriend's back.

      "Where are we going, anyway?"

      Leo pointed straight up. "To the top of the cliffs." He stared at me with his dark eyes. "Best place to watch the migration from."

      I bit my lip, a sneaking feeling creeping up on me. I wasn't sure how to say it tactfully, so I just jumped in. "Listen, Leo, I need to be clear. I'm with Hank—we're together." I shook my head. "I'm not interested in you—romantically."

      Leo's cool, smug face crumpled. "Ew."

      My jaw dropped and brows rose, but before I could get a word out, Hank stepped forward. "Ew? What's that supposed to mean?"

      Leo collected himself. "Let's just say the feeling is mutual."

      Iggy exploded into laughter as if he couldn't contain himself any longer. "Ew," he murmured, then burst into giggles again.

      My cheeks burned. "Okay, well, you want to take me to make-out point up there to watch a romantic monster migration." I threw my hands up. "You can understand why I might have thought…."

      Leo's lip curled back and he opened his mouth to speak, but I cut him off. "And do not say 'ew' again." I shook a finger at him and he snapped his mouth shut. "Oh my goddess, you were going to say it!" I turned to Hank, my voice rising to a whine. "You'd make out with me, right? I'm not gross. Am I?" What was happening? I'd been trying to let a guy down easy and now I was the one feeling rejected?

      Hank bent his face close to mine and gently gripped my shoulders. "Of course I'd make out with you." The corner of his mouth twitched. "After you brush your teeth."

      I gasped and lurched back.

      Hank chuckled. "I'm sorry." He tried to wrestle his grin down. "I'm just teasing."

      I folded my arms and scoffed. As I turned away I caught Leo hiding a huge smile behind the fist he held up in front of his mouth.

      I narrowed my eyes. "So… are you going to take us up there, or what?"

      He turned his back to us. "Fine."
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      Leo revealed a magically hidden path to the top, and Hank gave me a piggyback ride to the top so I didn't have to use the speed spell myself. At the cliff's edge, we settled onto the checkered picnic blanket Leo conjured for us. I set Iggy's lantern down in front of me and sat between Hank on my left and Leo on my right.

      "You were right." I gazed down at the sea, my voice hushed. "This is the best spot to watch from." The town, the wide crescent of the beach, and all the ocean spread out before us. The entire sea glowed, a neon indigo with swirls of purples, pinks, reds, and greens. I held my breath, dizzy—it was as if the sky had bled into the sea and I was staring down at the starry night. Dark shadows bobbed on the surface—the fishing boats, where Misaki and Jun and our guard friends held watch. Enormous winged manta leapt and soared through the air below, trailing glowing dust behind them. I hugged my knees to my chest and stole a quick glance at Leo. "Why did you bring us here?"

      He didn't take his eyes off the water below. "I—Horace wanted me to get to know you better."

      I mulled that over. "Why? He knows I'm never going to join the Badlands Army, right?"

      Hank, on my other side, cleared his throat. "Is the army even relevant anymore? With my fath— With the king's secrets exposed, hasn't the Badlands Army achieved its goals?"

      Leo let out a heavy sigh. "That is for Horace to determine."

      Hank's eyes darted to Leo. "I bet Horace is having a hell of a time figuring out life as a civilian." He shrugged. "I know. It's been a challenge, honestly, having so much that defined my identity stripped away." He reached over and took my hand, a smile on his face. "Luckily, I still have the most important things."

      Leo eyed him, his expression unreadable. He worried his lip as another glowing manta took flight below us. "Horace exposed the truth. Now people have to believe it… and act on it." He sighed. "And yes, I suppose, determine what will become of the Badlands Army."

      I rested my chin on my knees and thought back to that night, six weeks ago, in the Bijou Mer palace. Horace had said he'd alerted the newspapers all over the kingdoms, that he had evidence and had sent it to them. Would that be enough to overturn a monarchy? To wrestle power from a tyrant's rigid grip?

      My stomach tightened as I realized how much work and risk it would take for people to do the right thing. And that even if they did, it might not be a match for King Roch's ruthlessness. Some part of me, all this time, had assumed someone, Amelia or the pirates maybe, would be coming for us, to take us home. But what if they never came? What if there was no home to return to? Or if we went back, would it be to a life sentence in Carclaustra?

      I shivered and turned to Leo. "Is Horace in the kingdoms right now? Is he still working to see justice done?" I sat up straighter. "Why hasn't he deployed you? The rest of the army to help? Does he have more mirrors? We need to get back to make sure—"

      Leo held up a hand and cut me off. He gave me a slow blink. "I can't answer all your questions, but I can tell you there are no more mirrors."

      "What?" Hank's voice held the same note of desperation that I felt.

      I frowned and shook my head. "There has to be more—Horace knows how to make them and—"

      "And he spent years building up a stockpile, planting twin mirrors all over the kingdoms to use as needed. But he's had to destroy them as he's gone along, to keep from being followed." His throat bobbed as he gazed out over the water. "The mirror you used to escape the palace—it was the last one."

      I gasped. "That means he's here then—on the island!" I gripped Leo's arm, but dropped it when he gave me a flat look. "Please—take us to him. I need to speak with him and—"

      Leo's face darkened and he practically growled at me. "Your brother's done as much as he can. He's given his entire life to this cause, to righting the wrongs of a man who doesn't deserve a moment of his time, much less all the years of his life." He shoved to his feet, and Hank sprang to his, ready to defend us.

      I whirled around. "What about you and the rest of his army, then? There are so many of you, you could be doing more! And we could help you! What if the people are losing the battle and King Roch is only going to get more oppressive and cruel? Horace took it so far—why abandon it now, at the end?"

      Leo froze, only a muscle in his jaw jumping. His voice grew deadly quiet. "Horace did not abandon anything… or anyone. It is up to them, the people of the kingdoms, to decide if they want to live under a murderous tyrant or to fight for their freedom." His chest heaved as he stared at me for several long moments. Then he jerked his head and turned. "Come on. Show's over."

      I jumped as the picnic blanket disappeared from under me.

      Iggy sniffed. "Testy testy."
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      Leo showed us the way down, then promptly stalked off into the thick brush atop the cliff and disappeared into the night without another word.

      I rolled my eyes. "Well, fine. Goodnight to you, too."

      As I climbed onto Hank's back, he finally spoke. "I hate to admit it, but he has a point, you know. If Horace and his army were to come in, overthrow the government, and then what? Take over? That would only make them invaders. I think he was right—your brother's done all he could."

      I hugged my arms tight around his neck. "Huh. Does that mean you're coming around on ol' Horace a little?"

      He rolled his eyes. "A little… maybe."

      When we got back to the hotel, we were the first of our group to turn in—except for Yann, already tucked in in his bed in the corner. As I slipped under my comforter, I at first thought Yann was asleep… until I caught his shoulders shaking in the dim, colored light coming from the mantas outside. I heard him sniffle and my heart sank. Poor Yann. I snuggled in beside Hank and tapped his shoulder. He rolled over to face me.

      "Hank," I whispered.

      "Mm?"

      "I want to make sure we're right—about Miss Sara."

      Hank nodded. "I'm in. It's difficult to see Yann so sad."

      I smiled and he smiled back, and we nestled in together, my head in the crook of his shoulder. As I drifted off to sleep, I wished that everyone could find that special someone to be this comfortable with—especially someone as loveable as Yann.
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      Late the next morning, the girls and I decided to sample the indoor spa facilities. Even Rhonda, who hadn't arrived back in the room from her night out with Francis until nine in the morning, when the rest of us were heading down to breakfast, decided to join in. Before we split from the guys, I asked Hank to try and cheer up the dejected Yann, and he promised to try. Poor guy had barely touched his breakfast—quite unlike Yann.

      We asked a green-uniformed worker for directions to the women's spa and took a spiraling wood staircase up to the third floor. Maple, Rhonda, Annie, and I looked at each other as we stepped up onto the small landing. The only way was forward, through the ornately carved golden doors that towered above us. Snaking dragons and flames formed the doors' intricate design, with two enormous, pointed teeth for handles.

      Rhonda rubbed her palms together. "I can already tell this is going to be good." She stepped forward and pushed against the teeth. The doors swung inward and a dense cloud of steam poured out, instantly plastering my bangs to my forehead.

      "Welcome, ladies," a melodic, ethereal voice said, "to the Dragon's Den."

      I gulped. Kind of an ominous name for a spa. We stepped inside and the white mist cleared a bit. Directly ahead, a beautiful woman with long, straight black hair peered down at us. She had her arms hooked over the edge of a clear glass tank and beamed, an enchanting smile that I found myself returning. Then I noticed her bottom half.

      Her waist morphed into the jet-black body of an octopus, her suckered legs curling through the tank's water, some hooked over the edge of the tank like her human arms.

      My jaw dropped, but Rhonda leaned over and spoke behind her hand. "She's a siren—specialized kind of mermaid, lovely voice, but"—she made a face—"weird legs if you ask me." She waggled her brows. "Only the best spas have them. I knew this would be good."

      I frowned and lowered my voice. "Why is she so special? Why do the best spas have sirens?"

      Annie glanced back at me. "Why, because she can control water, dear. You'll see."

      Maple clasped her hands together. "A real siren," she breathed. "I'm so excited."

      We stepped closer, and two women in thick fluffy bath robes passed in front of us. The siren smiled down on them. "Was the ice bath to your liking?"

      The older woman looked up. "It was perfect, thank you." She and her younger friend, maybe a daughter, bowed deeply to the siren, then moved off. Their slippered feet were silent over the slatted bamboo floor. Steam curled up toward the tall ceiling, and a golden tiled backdrop behind the siren's curving fish bowl tank came into view. Gold and brass levers lined the gold wall—there had to be a hundred of them—along with pulleys and wheels. A few of the siren's octopus legs snaked behind her, pulling a lever here, pushing a glowing green button there. I lifted my brows, impressed. She was quite a multitasker. I hoped Miss Sara paid her well.

      Thinking of Miss Sara, my stomach tightened. It was difficult to relax, knowing I might have upset a possible killer by interrupting her date with Yann last night. And here I was, about to be relaxed and vulnerable in her spa. My mouth went dry as I watched the siren's snaking eight legs. Eight—like a spider, like a black widow.

      Maple grinned at me and led the way forward. I gulped and followed—at least I had my friends around me. Strength in numbers, right?

      A spa worker rushed up to the side of the bowl. She wore an emerald green uniform: loose cotton capris and a cap-sleeved wrap top that cinched at the waist. Her long black hair was gathered into a sleek ponytail at the crown of her head. She gazed up at the siren. "Dream room's running low on bubbles." She raised her brows.

      In a flash, the siren swished her legs and zipped through the water to the side of the tank where the worker stood. Her suckers suctioned to the side of the glass, then peeled off with a pop! "Fizzy or dream bubbles, darling?"

      "Dream."

      The siren winked. "Coming right up." Her voice sounded somehow soothing and far away. One of her black legs shot out of the water, curled around a lever, and tugged down.

      The worker bowed deeply, then straightened and hurried off, disappearing into the thick white mist.

      The siren turned her attention to us. She cocked her beautiful head, and her shiny curtain of hair draped over her pale, slender shoulder. "You're new." She smiled a dazzling smile. "I always remember a face." She looked at each of us. "Especially four faces as lovely as yours."

      Rhonda winked and waved a hand. "Go on."

      I grinned up at her. What a charming lady. Man, I was a sucker for flattery.

      Maple's mouth hung open—she was practically drooling as she gazed up. "You're a pretty face."

      Maybe some of us were bigger suckers than others.

      The siren giggled, a tinkling sound, like chimes.

      I bumped Maple's shoulder with mine and startled her out of her trance. She looked at me and blinked, her eyes clouded.

      Rhonda pushed between us and threw a heavy arm over each of our shoulders. "Don't be embarrassed. She's a siren—she enchants, it's what she does."

      The siren gestured to our right with one of her human arms and one of her tentacles. "Please leave your clothes and personal items in one of the clams to your right. I assure you, they are completely secure and will open again in your presence."

      "Ooh." Annie lit up. "Enchanted clams, never in all my years."

      The siren swept another arm and tentacle to the left. "Then proceed into the heart of the spa. Anything you desire to feel either relaxed or invigorated is at your disposal. In keeping with the dragon theme, we have over fifteen treatment rooms, ranging from the dragon's den, where you can experience enlightening bubble treatments, smoothing volcanic scrubs, and enriching gold baths, to the dragon’s breath room, with our deep fire cleansing, detoxing ash baths, and slow burn sauna." She smiled. "Workers are plentiful if you'd care to schedule a massage with either a witch or an enchanted wind, or perhaps an ogre. They're great at pummeling, just say the word."

      My head spun. "Ogre?" I looked to Maple for clarification but she was gazing up at the siren again, all gooey-eyed.

      One of the black tentacles curled around a mallet hanging from a giant golden gong. "And every hour, on the hour, I serenade our guests with a song. When you hear the gong, make sure you're outside the treatment rooms, in the mist, if you'd care to listen."

      I leaned around the near comatose Maple and spoke behind my hand to Annie. Her gray hair had gone wavy in the humidity. "Do we want to listen to her song?"

      Annie bared her teeth and squinted. "Well—"

      Rhonda interrupted. "Oh yeah, you do. You want the trip of your life? Siren's song is where it's at."

      I lifted a brow.

      Rhonda lifted her hands with their brightly colored nails and spread them apart, painting a picture. "A siren's song can make you believe you're anywhere in the world, experiencing anything she wants you to experience."

      I frowned at Maple, a trickle of drool in the corner of her mouth. "And… that's a good thing?"

      Rhonda widened her eyes at me, incredulous. "Uh, doi. You want to escape to a tropical island for a few minutes? Feel the sea breeze in your hair, hear the ocean waves? Done. You want to ride through the stars on a unicorn made of rainbows? She can do that. You want the deepest, most delicious sleep you've ever had?"

      I nodded. "All right. I get it—that sounds pretty amazing." And a little troubling. That seemed like a lot of power for one person to have.

      The siren gave a little finger wave. "Let me know if I can do anything to enhance your spa day." She beamed down at us as her eight tentacles worked on the lever and button wall behind her. "Enjoy!"
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      A couple of hours later (judging by the gong rings) my friends and I sat in the dragon's belly fire sauna. It was easy to lose track of time in this place; there was so much to look at and do. I couldn't help feeling like it was the Willy Wonka's Chocolate Factory of spas.

      As soon as we'd left our clothes and shoes in the enormous enchanted clams and changed into our fluffy white robes and slippers, Rhonda had sprinted off like a kid in a candy shop. I resisted the urge to warn her not to fall into the chocolate river.

      Annie, Maple, and I had at first explored the misty world of the Dragon's Den together. I'd stifled a scream when the steam curled back to reveal several naked women lounging on enormous lily pads drifting across the surface of a pond. Crickets chirped from the tall reeds that bordered the water and frogs croaked. Though an indoor pond was certainly surprising, it was the tiny black bugs that swarmed over the women that'd made me yelp.

      I bit a finger and grimaced. "Do they need help?"

      Annie held the neck of her robe closed and bent over, peering at a wooden placard. "It says they're magical water mites that eat away all your dead skin, leaving you with a healthy glow."

      My stomach turned, and Maple made a face, but Annie straightened and shrugged. "Sounds good to me."

      I tugged on the soft sleeve of her robe. "Come on—I don't think I could get the image out of my head if I saw you covered in flesh-eating insects."

      We passed black smoke spirits breathing flames around sweating women, a snowy indoor mountain with a slide into a pool of ice-blue water, chunks of glaciers floating on the surface, and a doorway shaped like the gaping maw of a dragon, a red mist glowing beyond the teeth.

      Maple read the sign beside it aloud. "Hellfire for your down below area." She frowned. "Is that—do they mean—?"

      I shook my head and moved on. "I don't even want to know."

      We lost Annie when she caught sight of the eight-foot-tall ogre with four arms pounding away at a woman on a massage table. I winced. Was he tenderizing her for dinner?

      But Annie let out a wistful sigh. "Oh, I have this knot in my shoulder that just won't go away." She shook a finger at us. "You young things should remember this—take care of yourselves, or all that bending over your pies and kneading dough will catch up to you." She grinned up at the ogre and raised a hand. "I'm next!"

      The huge thing with the massive underbite grunted back. She settled into a comfy-looking armchair with carved, gilded legs and waved us on. "You two have fun!"

      Maple and I had tried the bubble room next. We'd gone with invigorating bubbles, as opposed to dreamy, for a boost. We'd stepped into a stories-tall glass chamber with a few other women, and then the worker outside had pulled a lever and released a cloud of bubbles. Some ballooned to the size of a car, others were small, effervescent, and tingly.

      They filled the room until they lifted us up, floating above the ground. We bounced among them, feeling weightless and elated. I found myself giggling madly with the headiness of it.

      After that, we'd soaked in the gold coin bath, and I'd had a flashback to my childhood and cartoons of Scrooge McDuck diving into his vault. The weight of them had felt comforting, secure, and the enchanted coins had also had the benefit of brightening our skin, leaving us looking as polished as they were.

      Hours and many treatments later, we'd wandered past the dragon’s belly fire sauna. The white smoke was so thick it was impossible to see inside, especially since the red room was closed from view except for the small round window in the door.

      But we'd heard Rhonda's stuffed-up voice, muffled from inside, and then Annie's belly laugh, and popped inside to chat with our friends. When we'd first entered, I'd almost turned right back around and left. The steam was so hot, my throat and lungs burned when I breathed, and Maple devolved into a coughing fit. The bamboo floor burned my bare feet and even after ladling some water onto a towel to place under me, I could barely stand to sit on the hot wooden bench.

      "Hurry in. You're letting all the steam out," Annie had chided.

      I looked at her (or in the direction of her voice, since I could barely see my own hands through the mist) like she was crazy.

      But now that we'd been in there for a few minutes, I was beginning to relax. I could feel the tension melting out of my muscles, and my sinuses had never felt more open. Open flames ringed the room, except for the doorway, and golden buckets of water with ladles resting inside were scattered about for pouring on the magical flames to create steam.

      Rhonda stretched out on her back, her hands behind her head, robe open. "So then I say, 'I'm on pons and needles'!"

      Annie threw her head back and laughed. I merely raised a brow.

      Rhonda sniffed. "You wouldn't get it. Mah jong pun."

      Annie nodded. "You girls should come with us sometime. The game is fun—and those women are surprisingly cutthroat." She leaned forward, the steam curling around her face. "Which makes it even more fun when you beat them."

      "Shells, yes!" Rhonda lifted her palm up for an air high five, which Annie returned.

      Maple let out a sigh and tucked her knees up. "Maybe it would help me adjust to being here on the island."

      "Aw." Rhonda rolled onto her side and propped her braided head on her hand. "Are you having a hard time?"

      Maple fussed with the tie of her robe. "No. Not really. I mean, everyone's been so friendly and kind, and the island's actually rather beautiful."

      I grinned. "When you're not lost in the wilderness fighting off monsters for your life."

      Rhonda sniffed and ladled some water onto the flames below the wooden bench. "Yes. We're really roughing it."

      "But?" Annie lifted a thin brow.

      "But…." Maple shook her head.

      "Boy problems?" Rhonda flopped back and crossed one ankle over the other knee. "Wiley's descended into his life of crime again?"

      "What? No, he— I mean he used to be a bit of a bad boy, but—" Maple's mouth hung open.

      I clicked my tongue. "Oh my gosh, Wiley and Maple are doing great." I turned to her. "Aren't you?"

      Maple threw her hands up in exasperation. "Yes. I've—" Her already flushed cheeks turned a deeper red. "I've never been happier," she finished quietly.

      My heart warmed. But why did she still look so down?

      "Good." Annie crossed her arms. "Or else I'd have to have words with that boy."

      Maple looked up at the ceiling where the flames licked. "It's Jiji!" She whimpered and buried her head in her hands. "She's so sweet and I know I sound so ungrateful, I hate it. But I really miss running my own kitchen." She looked at each of us, her brows pulled together. "Please don't think terribly of me."

      I laughed. "I get it—it's pretty tight quarters back at the guesthouse."

      She nodded, blonde tendrils curled around her temples and nape. "It's just, I grew up with so many siblings, working in my dad's bakery, doing things his way. It was so hard when I first started at the palace, learning to be head baker, finding my own way of doing things. But now that I have, I just— I feel like I can't go back."

      I grinned.

      Maple groaned. "I'm a terrible person. I should just be happy I have any kitchen at all."

      Annie sat with her head tipped back against the tiered bench behind her, eyes closed. "Well, as Hank says, you may have it soon enough."

      My eyes widened and Maple sat up straighter. Annie seemed to realize a moment too late that she'd said something she shouldn't have. Her blue eyes flew wide open and she pressed a hand to her mouth. "Oh. Forget you heard that, dears."

      I shook my head. "Not going to happen. Hank said that we might have our own kitchen soon?"

      Annie winced and wrung her hands. "Oh dear, I've gone and done it now, running my mouth."

      "Spill it!" Rhonda didn't bother sitting up.

      Annie sighed. "Well, I don't have much to spill really. Hank just hinted to me the other day that he's got something up his sleeve that he's working on. Something that would ease the tension of being in close quarters." She shrugged. "I just assumed he meant he'd found a kitchen for us in town or something along those lines."

      I frowned. Why hadn't he told me this? My stomach sank. Maybe he'd tried to last night. And perhaps before that.

      Maple leaned over and looked me in the face, her eyes searching. "Are you all right? You seem disappointed."

      I tried for a smile, but it came out as a wince. I waved a hand. "It's nothing. I just… I just was being dumb. It's embarrassing."

      She scooted closer. "What's up?"

      Annie lifted her brows.

      "I guess I kind of noticed he had something on his mind. He's tried talking to me a few times over the last few days, but we keep getting interrupted and…." I shook my head. "I guess I kind of thought he might propose." I dropped my head and groaned. "I feel dumb now. It must have had to do with what he told you, Annie."

      Maple slid an arm around my shoulders. "That's not being dumb. That's being romantic… it's a sweet thought." She gave me a little smile. "Would you say yes?"

      I blinked in surprise. I hadn't even considered saying no. My already hot cheeks flushed hotter. "Yeah." I couldn't help the goofy grin that spread across my face. "I'd say yes."

      Maple clicked her tongue as her eyes filled with tears. She threw her arms around me in a tight, sticky hug. I laughed and wrapped my arms around her. When she leaned back, I caught sight of Annie.

      She clasped her hands together. "A royal wedding!"

      I waved my hand. "Okay. Let's not get carried away." My stomach clenched. "Like I said, I must've been letting my imagination run away with me."

      Rhonda sniffed, still lounging on her back. "And not to get all Iggy on you, but technically, it'd be more like a banished royal's disgraced wedding."

      Annie and Maple shot her hard looks, but I grinned. "That's true… but it might be more fun. Less stuffy, you know?"

      Rhonda waggled her brows. "I'll help you plan it."

      I started to smile back, but my face fell. Planning made me think of the friend we'd accidentally left behind. "I think Amelia would literally kill me if I planned a wedding without her."

      Maple nodded, her expression serious and gaze distant. "Yeah, she would."

      I elbowed her. "What about you and Wiley? Are you talking marriage yet?"

      "And wee ones?" Annie clasped her hands together.

      Maple grimaced. "Ehhh…." She fidgeted with the edge of her towel.
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      I blinked in surprise and lowered my voice. "Hey. Sorry to put you on the spot—I was just teasing… and curious."

      Maple looked up and gave me a half-hearted grin. "Oh, I know." She shook herself. "Sorry to act all… I don't know, serious." She sat straighter and lifted her chin. "I'd be open to marrying Wiley." She gave a shy smile, a pink blush rising to her cheeks. "I'd love to, actually."

      "Aww." I nudged her with my shoulder.

      Her grin faded. "But…"

      "But?" Annie raised her thin brows.

      "But he keeps dropping these hints about kids." A little crease formed between her brows. "Like, yesterday for example. Cat was drooling all over himself because he'd eaten too many dead crabs." She looked up. "He'd found them on the beach, you see, and he regurgitated a bunch of them on Misaki's pillow." Her eyes widened. "Don't tell her—we cleaned it up and had a maid bring a fresh one."

      Rhonda and I exchanged pained looks.

      "But I was dabbing at the corners of his wet little mouth, and Wiley was smiling at us, and said, 'you'll make such a great mother someday.'" She gave each of us wide-eyed looks, which I wasn't exactly sure how to interpret.

      I frowned and spoke slowly, trying to puzzle it out. "And you're super grossed out by Cat and want to get rid of him? And you're not sure how to tell Wiley?"

      She clicked her tongue. "No! I love Cat."

      Rhonda flashed her eyes at me. "Of course! Why wouldn't you? The crabs and all…."

      Maple let out an exasperated sigh. "No. The kids part. He'll say things like, wouldn't it be so cute, a little me and you running around—"

      "Oh, it would." Annie let out a happy sigh, her eyes distant.

      "That's the problem—I'm not sure I want kids."

      "Oh." I put a hand on her bare shoulder. "That's alright."

      "Or you might change your mind—sometimes the urge doesn't kick in until later." Annie folded her hands.

      Maple shook her head, blonde tendrils sticking to her sweaty neck, her face pinched. "But what if I don't ever want them and Wiley does? As the oldest, I helped raise my younger siblings and helped work my father's bakery. I always assumed I'd have a big family too and would stay home with the kids. But I've found I love running the bakery—it's the first time I've had something that's all mine, you know? And I'm afraid I'd have to give it all up to take care of kids." Her shoulders slumped.

      "Hey. You have lots of time to decide." I shook her hot shoulder. "And Wiley loves you. I bet if you talked to him you'd feel better—he'll understand."

      She whimpered.

      "And if you do want kids but want to work too, I'm sure you can figure something out." I grinned. "Wiley is a very devoted coparent to Cat, I have to say."

      Maple, eyes down, cracked a grin. "That's true."

      I licked my lips, trying to think of something to change the subject. I glanced over at Rhonda, still lying on her back with her towel wrapped around her torso, one ankle crossed over the other knee. Thank goodness no one sat directly beside her—they'd be getting quite a show.

      "Rhonda, what about you and Francis? Any wedding plans?"

      She turned her braided head and a slow grin spread across her face. "Well, Francis desperately wants to marry me. You know, he's been saving himself for the right woman all these hundreds of years."

      Annie gasped. "Really?"

      The seer examined her brightly colored nails. "Yep. But I'm resisting, because I'd like to experience lovemaking with him as a human before he turns me. He's afraid the vigor of it might literally rip me in two, though, so we're sort of at a standstill."

      Maple recoiled and pressed a hand to her heart.

      I frowned—why did this sound so familiar?

      Rhonda sniffed. "I'm also a bit afraid of children. Imagine if I became pregnant on our honeymoon with a half vampire child, and it was sucking my blood from the inside and I got all emaciated and—"

      I shook my head. "All right. We get it." I tried to hold back my smile—I didn't want to encourage her. "And then you'd have to name your daughter a terrible combination of Francis's mother's name and your own mom's name."

      Rhonda flashed a white smile. "Exactly."

      Annie folded her arms. "What's this now?"

      I rolled my eyes. "She's joking. It's the plot of this movie, well, book then movie, Twilight."

      Maple winced. "A horror movie?"

      I opened my mouth, then paused. "Yeah, I can see why you'd think so, actually, but no, it's kind of a romance for teens."

      Maple shook her head and muttered, "Sounds gruesome."

      DONG! DONG!

      Rhonda pointed up. "There are the wedding bells now!"

      Maple lit up and gripped the edge of her robe. "Oh! It's the gong—the siren's going to sing." She spun to me. "We missed the other couple ones…." She raised her brows in question.

      I had my doubts about a lady with octopus legs basically practicing what amounted to mind control, but I couldn't say no to that face. I let out a heavy sigh. "All right, fine, let's go see what this is all about."

      Maple balled her small hands into fists. "Yes!"

      The whites shone around Rhonda's eyes as she watched Maple. "Wow. She's really into this."

      I put my arm around Maple's shoulders. "It's her first spa, remember?" Not that I'd ever experienced anything remotely like this either. As I rose to my feet, the heat made my head swim, and it took me a few breaths to regain my equilibrium. The four of us poured out into the thick white steam outside the sauna, where we found lots of other ladies standing, or sitting on wooden benches, waiting for the serenade to begin.

      A woman in the green uniform of the spa strode out of the mist toward us. She swept an arm to the right. "Please, ladies. Have a seat." A cushioned green couch with gilded legs carved to look like octopus tentacles magically appeared. I raised my brows. Nice trick. As I moved past her, something red and white tumbled from her pocket. We both stooped to grab it, but I beat her to it.

      I frowned as I lifted a crumpled food wrapper with Better Than OKonomiyaki printed on it.

      The worker blushed and plucked it out of my hand. It disappeared in a white spark of magic. Her pale cheeks flushed. "Pardon that."

      I grinned. "Is that from the Better Than OKonomiyaki stand?"

      She blinked up at me, and stroked the end of her thick black braid. "You know it?"

      I nodded.

      "Yes. Genji runs us workers a delivery at least a few times a week."

      My brows lowered. "He brings the food to you… here?"

      She looked around and lowered her voice. "Well, not here in the ladies’ spa, obviously." She cleared her throat. "Just to the service entrance, on the ground floor."

      "So Genji has access to the hotel."

      She shrugged. "Yeah. I mean, we're open to the public. Everyone has access." She inclined her head, then moved off to find seating for some of the other women.

      Rhonda patted the open spot on the tufted couch beside her, and I wrapped my robe around me and sat down.

      "What was that all about?" Maple leaned around Rhonda.

      I quirked my lips, thinking it over. Something about Genji having access to the hotel from the workers’ entrance seemed significant to me. "I'm not sure yet. But Hank and I found food wrappers in Nazo Suzuki's room from the food stall. If the owner, Genji, has regular access to the hotel, he may have been here and seen something relevant to Nazo's death. Especially since he has a keen interest in Miss Sara." I folded my arms. "And though he's a friendly guy, he definitely seems a little off. I feel bad saying it, since he recently lost his wife and it might just be grief or loneliness, but he gives me a bit of the creeps. He might be worth looking into."

      Annie, Maple, and Rhonda blinked at me.

      Maple's jaw dropped. "Wait—look into? Like as in…" She lowered her voice. "Investigate?"

      I winced and my voice rose an octave. "Yeah, well… I wasn't going to look into the murder, but some things Genji said last night made me even more concerned that Miss Sara might be a killer, and so Hank and Iggy and I kind of…" I played with a loose tendril at the base of my neck. "…broke up Yann's date last night."

      Maple gasped.

      Rhonda cackled. "Meddler."

      "Hey, I'm just a concerned friend." I sighed. "But now I feel guilty, because if I'm wrong, poor Yann would be heartbroken for no reason. So I need to make sure, one way or another, about Miss Sara."

      Annie frowned. "I'm confused, dear. Was that man Nazo Suzuki's death a murder?"

      "Ehhh." I scrunched up my nose. "Not… exactly ruled, so… no."

      Rhonda lifted a brow. "So you broke up Yann's date because of something a creepy man told you that made you think Sara might have killed a man, who no one, besides you, even thinks was killed at all?"

      I sighed and slumped down in the couch. "That's about the sum of it, yeah." Plus the rumors…that Misaki had told me to ignore.

      The gong rang again and we fell silent, waiting to be put under the siren's spell.

      Rhonda rubbed her palms together and leaned close to me. "It's about to get groovy, baby."
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      A few hours later Maple, Annie, Rhonda, and I walked side by side down into the lobby of the Doragon. Freshly showered, polished, scrubbed, and pampered, I felt like a shiny new woman.

      "You have to admit—the siren's song was the best part." Maple gripped my wrist and smiled.

      I rolled my eyes, but smiled. "Yes. All right. It was amazing."

      Rhonda lifted a finger and spoke in her stuffed-up voice. "I requested that tomorrow, instead of drifting across a placid sea at night, she take us on a ride over the rainbow on flying tigers made of chocolate—that we can also eat."

      I lifted a brow. "What'd the siren say?"

      "She'd think about it."

      Rhonda looked pretty pleased with herself.

      As we strode across the gleaming wooden floors of the lobby under the stories-tall ceiling, a lone figure standing at the front desk came into view. Hank. I'd recognized those square shoulders and wavy brown hair anywhere. I grinned and had opened my mouth to call out to him, when his deep voice carried across the echoey space.

      "—and this is the oldest wedding venue in Umiru?"

      Annie threw her arms wide across our chests, stopping the four of us in our tracks. I exchanged a wide-eyed look with each of them.

      Maple pressed her lips together, eyes glassy.

      Rhonda raised her brows. "Maybe your hunch wasn't off after all—"

      "Shh!" Annie hissed.

      "Yes, sir. It was the first, and the only in existence before the monsters came." The woman in the emerald green skirt suit laid a fan of pamphlets out in front of Hank on the desk. Iggy's lantern rested beside the glossy papers. "And of course, our own Doragon is also island-renowned for weddings. Whether you prefer a casual beach affair, an elegant event in our ballroom, or something in between, we are here to accommodate."

      "Thank you, so much. You've been extremely helpful." Hank bowed, his back to us, scooped up the pamphlets, lifted Iggy in his lantern, and then turned to find the four of us staring at him. "Oh."

      "Hide," Maple whispered, frozen.

      I pressed my eyes closed. "A little late for that."

      He smiled at me with his lopsided grin, and I melted a little for him, like I did every time. "Hi."

      I smiled back. "Hi."

      My eyes drifted to the pamphlets in his hands. Hank followed my gaze, jumped, and looked up, an adorable blush spreading over his neck and face. "It's—uh, it's not what it looks like." He stepped quickly forward, fumbling a bit with the pamphlets, and I couldn't help but grin wider at how flustered he was.

      He chuckled as he reached us. "You've caught me a bit out of sorts."

      "I can see that." I reached out to take Iggy. "Here, let me help." I grinned at my little flame. "Hey, buddy, did you have fun with Hank?"

      "I'm not going to start calling him Dad, if that's what you mean." Iggy sniffed. "But yeah, we walked on the beach and he found me lots of driftwood and even magically dried it out for me, so I guess it was fine."

      I grinned. Coming from Iggy, that was practically gushing.

      Hank, his neck and face still flushed, shuffled through the papers as the ladies and I gathered around. He lifted one. It was an amateur-looking flyer with a magically moving photograph of a wooden chapel overlooking the sea. The boards of the peaked building were weatherworn and the paint a bit dilapidated.

      "That's the best you can do?" Annie folded her arms.

      Hank paled. "It's for the investigation."

      Maple's brows pulled together. "You're… investigating chapels?"

      Hank ran a hand roughly through his thick hair. "No, I— All right, I hope this doesn't sound rude." He bit his bottom lip. "But I have my doubts about Genji rejecting Sara."

      "Yes!" Iggy threw up his hands. "Can I get an amen? I mean, that guy? Rejecting her? Not gonna happen."

      Hank cast my flame a grin, then started again. "Basically what Iggy said. She acted strangely when we asked her about it last night, even though she confirmed Genji's story. But if Genji was lying, and Sara called it off, that would give him, the spurned lover, a huge motive for wanting to take out Sara's beaux: jealousy."

      I nodded. "I see what you mean. Genji admitted to seeing Sara and Nazo Suzuki together—he seemed down about it. And frankly, a little obsessed with her."

      Hank nodded. "So I thought, if we could maybe find someone involved in the wedding back then who might have had some inside information, we could confirm my hunch."

      I tilted my head back. "Ah. The wedding venue."

      "Exactly." Hank held up the flyer for the run-down chapel. "This is the only one they could've booked the wedding at, as it's the only one that existed in town before the monster attack."

      Maple frowned. "But why would Sara lie, or even evade, telling the truth about who broke up the wedding? What motive could she have?"

      I shrugged. "Maybe she's trying to protect him?" I frowned. "Or she's scared of him."

      Rhonda twirled a black braid around her finger. "So you think the wedding venue might have records of who called off the wedding?"

      Hank shrugged. "It's worth a shot."

      The seer raised her hand. "Ooh! I get to play the wedding planner!"

      "Huh?"

      She turned to me. "You're going to have to pretend you're getting married and want to look at the venue, right?"

      I glanced at Hank, then nodded. "Sure."

      "And I'll pretend to be your planner, and distract whoever's there with a thousand nitpicky questions so you guys can dig through the records."

      I lifted a brow. "That's a pretty good plan."

      Rhonda sniffed. "I know."
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            The Chapel on the Hill

          

        

      

    

    
      The golden afternoon sun hung low over the sparkling sea as we made our way up the winding path to the old chapel. Stairs had been formed in the steep side of the hill with thick planks of aged wood. Tall grasses waved all around us in the sea breeze. The ocean stretched out to our left, with the main street of town to our backs. As I climbed, hand in hand with Hank, I couldn't help but imagine how I'd feel if this really were our wedding day—and the chapel up ahead our wedding venue.

      I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Below all the nervousness that bubbled in my stomach and made my heart pick up its pace, I felt—I grinned—I felt at peace. I knew for a fact that I could be cast to the ends of the earth and still be happy as long as I had this man (and my friends) by my side.

      And I knew that we could withstand the craziest, hardest tests to our relationship—angry kings, forests of monsters, and of course, secrets and insecurities—and work through them to come out stronger on the other side. I squeezed Hank's hand. He looked over at me, the wind blowing his dark hair across his face. I couldn't quite read the expression behind his intense blue eyes.

      His lips parted to speak, but his toe must've caught the edge of the wood stair, and he lurched forward. I stumbled a step with him, then grinned as he laughed, his cheeks flushed. "Better watch where I'm stepping." The moment, and whatever it was he was about to say, passed.

      "Jussst twenty more ssstairsss to go. You can do it!"

      I glanced back. A little ways behind, Sam cheered Kenta on, the guard's arm slung over my friend's shoulders. On our way out of the lobby, we'd run into the two of them. Kenta had woken early to spend the afternoon with Sam before starting his shift, and they'd wanted to join us. Along Main Street we'd also bumped into Wiley, who'd been trying unsuccessfully to cheer up a still heartbroken Yann by seeing the sights. While I wasn't sure a trip to a wedding chapel would be the best thing for Yann, Wiley had insisted on joining us.

      "If I have to listen to him describe Sara's apparently extensive seashell collection or the way different light brings out the shades of brown in her eyes one more time…," he'd grumbled. Up ahead, Wiley and Maple raced to the top of the hill. Maple sprinted ahead, but Wiley grabbed her by the waist of her pants and held her back long enough to dash ahead and reach the summit first. He jigged a victory dance while she shook a finger at him. The breeze blew her words back to me.

      "You cheated!"

      I nudged Hank with my shoulder and jerked my head behind us. "It's so sweet how Sam's helping Kenta with his recovery."

      Hank glanced back at them, then turned to me with a grin and lowered his voice. "It is sweet. And I think Kenta's enjoying every moment of it."

      Something about the way he'd said it made me lift a brow. "What do you mean?"

      Hank leaned closer, his cheek nearly touching mine. "You know when I went for an early run this morning, along the beach?"

      I nodded.

      "Well, I met some of the guards coming back from their night shift. And the captain had a net of fish slung over his shoulder and barely a trace of a limp."

      My jaw dropped. "You mean… he's faking it?"

      Hank's grin widened and he tipped his head from side to side. "Maybe… exaggerating it. I think he likes the attention from Sam."

      I gasped. "That little trickster."

      "Tsk." Iggy, hanging from my free hand, crossed his little flame arms. "Fake limp. Oldest trick in the book."

      We caught up with Annie and Rhonda near the top. Annie braced her hands against Yann's wide back and shoved. "Keep going, you big oaf!"

      Rhonda rolled her eyes. "Your heart's broken, not your legs."

      Hank squared his shoulders. "A little compassion, ladies."

      Annie stepped away and swept her arms toward Yann. "Fine. You be my guest."

      The big bear of a man stood unmoving, his head hanging and shoulders slumped.

      Hank cleared his throat and tapped Yann's shoulder. "Hey, big fella."

      Yann moaned in reply.

      "Er. Time to get moving. We're nearly there."

      Yann moaned again.

      Iggy curled his lip. "Sounds like a wounded animal."

      A crease formed between Hank's thick brows. "Maybe a little, er, boost then?" He leaned his shoulder into Yann and pushed. His face turned red, and a vein bulged in his neck, but Yann blocked the path up like a brick wall. Hank slumped, panting, and drew his hand across his brow.

      Annie folded her arms. "See?"

      Still out of breath, Hank nodded. Wiley had to come back down and haul Yann up by his arms, while Hank, Rhonda, Annie, and I pushed from behind, to get Yann the rest of the way up. We'd barely reached the top, and were standing around panting and sweaty when Sam and Kenta marched up the stairs behind us. They surveyed our exhausted group with wide eyes.

      "Wow." Kenta grinned, the hairs of his goatee bristling. "You're all pretty out of shape."

      Wiley glared at him.

      The captain nudged Sam with his shoulder. "You need Sam as your trainer. He's a great motivator—got me up."

      Iggy scoffed and muttered, "I bet he did get you up."

      I flashed my eyes at my little flame and hoped Kenta hadn't heard. "Don't be lewd."

      Iggy threw up his hands. "Oh and what? I'm not supposed to breathe, either?  That's like asking a flame not to burn."

      Once we'd all recovered enough to speak without panting, Hank and I led the way to the chapel's dilapidated double doors. The outside walls and doors had once been covered in colorful murals, but the paint had faded and peeled, leaving only a hint of the mermaids and bubbles and shells that had once adorned the building. I looked over, and Hank gave me a nod before he held open the door for me. My friends and I filed inside, and it took my eyes a few moments to adjust to the dimness.
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            Rhonda the Seer/Wedding Planner

          

        

      

    

    
      The single room was small, with rows of empty wooden chairs and mismatched seat cushions lining each side of a center aisle. A wrought iron chandelier with many lit candles hung from the center of the peaked ceiling—though it was slightly askew. And the huge windows at the back that looked out over the sea and what would have been a lovely sunset view were marred and darkened by layers of dust and a huge crack running diagonally across.

      "Welcome. May I uh… help you?"

      I turned and blinked toward the sound of the slightly confused voice. An older woman with huge gold-rimmed glasses and thinning hair swept back in a bun looked my friends and me over with narrowed eyes. Hank stepped inside last, and the door banged shut, causing her to jump.

      "Uh, yes." I sidled up to Hank and put my arm around his waist. "We'd love to have a tour—we're looking for a wedding venue."

      The woman stepped forward with her hand outstretched. Rhonda, with a wink at me, intercepted and shook the woman's hand. "Rhonda the Seer-slash-part-time wedding planner, at your convenience."

      "Uh.” The woman edged back, but Rhonda held her hand firmly between both of her own. "I'm Milly. I own this place with my husband… who's in the back somewhere."

      "Oh, I'd love to meet him!" Rhonda beamed, then cast a quick glance over her shoulder at me and hissed, "The back! That's where the records must be."

      I nodded, though part of me doubted if they'd have records going back thirty years to a wedding that had never even happened. Worth a shot though; we were already committed.

      Rhonda let the woman go and strode up the center aisle towards the big window overlooking the ocean in the back. "Yes, I can see it now. His side, her side." She thumbed right and left. "We'll want to release a hundred seagulls after they're pronounced married that'll fly up in front of the window—"

      The little woman frowned and ran after Rhonda. "Don't you mean doves?" She turned her head towards a door to our right and shouted, "Aki! Get out here! We have customers!"

      Wiley waggled his brows and mouthed, "Charming."

      I grinned until I caught sight of Yann. He stood in front of a wall of framed photographs, happy couples with clasped hands surrounded by friends and family and mountains of flowers. He sniffled. "Dey—dey look so happy together."

      I grimaced at Maple, who pressed her lips together, a sad expression on her face. I edged toward the door at the side and jerked my head for Hank to follow. As soon as Aki, Milly's husband, exited, I'd grab the door before it shut and Hank and I could duck in to rummage through the files.

      Rhonda reached the back window. "And we'd obviously put the altar here…." She turned and shook her head. "I don't know. That big crack in the glass, the mismatched seats… is this really the kind of venue that can host a former prince?" Rhonda threw a hand out towards Hank and I froze, one hand reaching for the doorknob.

      The woman turned wide-eyed to look at Hank and me, then spun around to face Rhonda. I flashed my eyes at Hank—we'd been caught. But Milly was apparently oblivious to our creeping. She drew herself up taller. "I should think so! This is the oldest wedding chapel in Umiru. It's got history—a legacy."

      Rhonda shrugged. "I suppose. It's definitely old. But prestigious enough for my clients?"

      The woman huffed. "We've had many important people married here." She threw an arm toward the wall of framed, magically moving photos. "Just take a look."

      Rhonda examined her brightly colored nails. "Hm. We're staying at the Doragon. I bet they get more celebrity weddings."

      Milly scoffed. "I'll have you know that Miss Sara, illustrious owner of the Doragon, planned her own wedding to be held here at the little chapel on the hill."

      Rhonda folded her arms and pressed her lips together. "Well. Now that is impressive. I can tell she's a woman of great taste. Though… I didn't realize Miss Sara was married?"

      I let my arm drop and straightened. What was Rhonda up to?

      "Oh, um, well…." The little woman shifted and glanced back at us, then lowered her voice, though not so low we couldn't hear. "She's not, actually. The wedding was called off."

      Rhonda raised her brows. "Because of the venue? She didn't want to get married in a place like this?"

      The woman gasped. "Never! Because the groom's family called it off."

      I cleared my throat. "I've heard those rumors, too."

      The woman pushed her glasses up her nose. "Not rumors. His parents and I spoke directly. They informed me that Sara had been left penniless after the monster attack, with nothing but a plot of worthless sand where her home had once stood. They didn't want to degrade their son by marrying so low." She sniffed. "No one thought Sara would make much of herself back then. But then she managed to pull the spa together somehow, and look at her now!" The woman muttered, "Stealing all my business…."

      I beamed at Rhonda, and she winked back. She'd gotten the information without us having to sneak in anywhere or dig through any files. I made a mental note to include her in more of my investigations from now on. I shook myself mentally—hopefully there weren't going to be any more.

      We spent a few more minutes pretending to be interested in the venue, and then left, with Rhonda saying she'd be in touch.

      Once outside, Hank blew out a gust of air. "Well… guess my theory didn't pan out. Sorry for dragging you all up here."

      Rhonda beamed. "I had a good time. At least now we know for sure—Genji and his parents called it off. Miss Sara's a woman scorned."

      I looped my arm through Hank's and winked at him. "Yeah, it's been just awful." I swept an arm toward the beautiful pink and yellow sunset over the water, a huge smile on my face.

      He dipped and kissed my cheek, then spoke in my ear. "I'm not sure everyone had a good time, though." He jerked his head towards Yann, who stood with shoulders slumped and eyes on his feet.

      I pulled my lips to the side. "Poor guy. At least we got him out of the hotel room—maybe the fresh air will do him some good." My stomach rumbled and I pressed a hand to my belly. I raised my voice. "Anyone up for dinner?"

      A chorus of yeses answered me.

      "Let's try the okonomiyaki stand." Wiley rubbed his hands together. "Hank's been going on about it."

      Maple grinned and nodded.

      I smiled up at Hank. "Sounds good to me. Plus, maybe we can ask Genji if he's overheard anything while delivering food to the spa."

      Hank nodded. "Sounds like a plan." He sighed. "Something still seems a little off about that guy, but if he's the one that called off the wedding, and he moved on with his, now late, wife… it doesn't make sense that he'd be jealous of Sara."

      "Yeah." I squeezed his arm. "He's hung up on Sara now, but maybe that's just because his wife has passed and he's got a void to fill. Maybe it's the grief or the loneliness that's making him seem a little strange."

      We started back down the hill toward the food stand on the pier.
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      There were too many of us to squeeze onto the three stools at Genji's counter, so we put in our orders (we all got the special) and sat down at some tables and folding wooden chairs along the pier. The setting sun dipped partially below the watery horizon, and already crowds of people were staking out their spots on the wide crescent-shaped beach to watch the manta migration. Genji had informed us that tonight would be the last chance to see it in all its glowing neon glory.

      Wiley and Hank wandered off to a nearby food stall to get us all pints, and they dragged the lovesick Yann between them. Genji served sake, but we were all in the mood for something lighter and more refreshing—beer. Rhonda kicked her feet up on an empty chair and laced her hands behind her head. "This is the life. I could get used to this." She closed her eyes and let the sea breeze rustle her loose kimono wrap top.

      I slid into the seat beside her and set Iggy's lantern on the table. "Where's Francis?"

      She kept her eyes closed. "Not up yet." She covered a yawn with the back of her hand. "Ugh. And since I stayed up today to enjoy the spa, our sleep cycles are going to be off."

      Iggy smirked. "You two have your rhythms all synched up?"

      She snorted. "I haven't had a 'rhythm' since 1683."

      My eyes widened. "I can't tell if you're joking."

      She only grinned in reply.

      I patted the table. "Can you keep an eye on Iggy? I'm going to have a chat with Genji."

      "Sure."

      I frowned when she didn't even open her eyes.

      Iggy scoffed. "Go on already. I don't need a babysitter."

      With a sigh I stood and walked up to the food stand's counter, joining Sam and Kenta. Genji worked with his back to us. I nudged Kenta with my elbow. "Do you have to leave soon for your shift on the boats?"

      He nodded and tipped his head toward Sam with a pout. "Unfortunately, yes. But I've got time for some okonomiyaki first." He rubbed his palms together eagerly.

      "Coming right up!" Genji called, still with his back to us.

      I glanced down at the grill. Steam rose from nine sizzling circles piled high with cabbage, batter, bacon, and other toppings. It was as many as the griddle could hold.

      As Sam stared at the sizzling food, his glasses slid down his nose. Grinning, Kenta reached over and pushed them back up. Sam blushed, but grinned back. "Thankssss."

      "How have your shifts been? Out on the water, I'm sure that's an amazing sight."

      Kenta nodded. "It is. It feels as though you're in another world, with the entire sea glowing neon below you and the mantas soaring overhead, trailing the magical dust."

      Sam propped his chin on his hand and watched Kenta, enthralled. I bit my lip. They were so cute together.

      "Unfortunately, we don't have much time to enjoy it. The commotion draws up the most hideous creatures from the deep." Kenta's hands formed claws. "We're busy fighting them all off so the fishermen can drag in their hauls." He shook his head. "A red squid the length of this pier nearly capsized us last night."

      Sam's pale blue eyes widened. "That sssoundsss ssso dangerousss."

      "Ah, not to worry." Kenta's goatee bristled as he smiled. "We've got it in hand."

      "Still." I winced. "Be careful out there."

      "We always are." Kenta reached over absentmindedly and patted Sam's hand. The shifter's cheeks flushed bright pink. He blinked at Kenta's tanned hand on his own pale one, then took his free hand and reached across the counter. He had to stretch on his tiptoes to find Kenta's other hand, which rested on the counter beside me, and patted that one.

      Kenta frowned in confusion, at his hand resting on Sam's, then Sam's awkwardly stretched hand patting his other one. I bit my lip to hold back my smile, but Kenta just grinned widely and shrugged at me. Aw. He was a good sport—and sweet Sam was trying. He just didn't always understand human gestures.

      "Oh!" Kenta rose on his toes and waved at someone in the crowd. I turned and found an older man with a gray beard waving back. He stood in line at another food stall, waiting for some fried octopus. "That's a fisherman I know." He patted Sam's hand. "I'm going to say hello. I'll be right back."

      As soon as he was out of earshot, Sam's shoulders slumped and he slid up beside me with his hands clasped. "Help."

      I couldn't help but giggle. "Sam! What's wrong?"

      He shifted his pale eyes to follow Kenta, then darted his gaze back to my face. "I don't know how to date."

      I grinned wider and squeezed his shoulder. "Listen, buddy, you're not alone there."

      He shook his head. "I know sssnake courtssship ritualsss—jussst a lot of wriggling about." He demonstrated, and I found myself doubting if he had any bones in his body, the way he could body roll. He clasped his hands again, pleading. "But I don't know human onesss. Who wigglesss firssst? Do I bump my chin on the back of hisss head, or doesss he do that to me? Who wrapsss around who?"

      "Uh." I bit my lip, trying to untangle all those questions. I gently took Sam's wrists and lowered his arms until I held his hands. "Listen, Sam, everybody feels the way you do when they like someone." I chuckled. "With Hank, I second-guessed everything and tripped all over my words." I grinned. "It's just part of it. And I know it must be even harder, never having done this as a human before, but…" I squeezed his hands. "You're doing great."

      He shook his head and glanced past my shoulder. "Not Kenta. He'sss ssso sssuave. He'sss not nervousss."

      I leaned closer and lowered my voice. "Trust me. Even Captain Kenta gets nervous. He likes you. I can tell."

      Sam's eyes widened and his glasses slid down his nose. "Really?"

      I nodded. "Yeah. So don't worry so much. You two will figure dating, or whatever you want to do, out together."

      My shifter friend looked down. "What if I sssay the wrong thing?"

      I planted my hands on his shoulders and gave him a little shake. He wobbled—the guy was made of Jell-O. "Well, he likes whatever you've been saying so far. Just keep being you." I felt like an after-school special, but it was true.

      Kenta bounced back a moment later and threw his arm around Sam's shoulders. "What'd I miss?" He hugged Sam to his side, and the shifter's cheeks turned bright pink.

      I winked. See?
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      Genji whirled around, two metal spatulas in hand. He flipped the okonomiyaki pancakes in a whirl of speed, and enchanted bottles and shakers of condiments floated over, seasoning the food.

      I watched him work for a moment, then spoke up. "Sorry—I hope I'm not distracting you if I ask you a question?"

      Genji glanced up for just a moment. His dark eyes blinked at me from their sunken sockets, his skin stretched tight to his skull. He flipped another pancake. "Not at all." He giggled. "I've done this so many times, I'll probably still be twitching and going through the motions after I'm dead."

      I grimaced as I pictured a corpse going through the motions of flipping pancakes. Pretty macabre. I reminded myself that he'd just lost his wife recently. Grief did strange things to people.

      Kenta pressed his lips tight together and flashed his eyes at me. I held back a smile and started again. "Um… good. Listen, we're just a little concerned about this recent death at the spa. Nazo Suzuki?"

      Genji nodded, a smile still on his face.

      I thought about the food wrapper we'd found in the dead man's room and considered how to phrase my question. "We understand that he ate at your stall before his death. And one of the spa workers mentioned to me that you often bring the workers at the Doragon deliveries for lunch. I was just curious, since you'd interacted with Nazo Suzuki and had maybe been in the hotel when he was there—did you ever see anything… noteworthy? Or maybe suspicious?"

      Genji giggled his high-pitched laugh. "Oh, I just get in and get out, you know. No lingering about, Miss Sara always says." He shook his finger in mock seriousness, then giggled again.

      I cracked an uneasy smile. I was sure she did. This guy was definitely weird.

      "But that man, Nazo Suzuki, you say he was called? He ate here the day he died." Genji pointed a spatula at the stool to my right. He swept it straight toward Kenta, who sat on the far-left stool. "And Dango sat there."

      I raised my brows. "They were both here—at the same time?"

      Genji nodded as a squirt bottle of dark brown liquid magically floated into his hand. He zigzagged the sauce over the sizzling piles of food. They smelled bacony and delicious. I swallowed; my mouth was watering.

      He grinned at me, the bones of his throat showing through his thin, leathery skin. "Dango's here all the time. Been coming for thirty years, so that was nothing new. And like usual, he had some big plan." He cackled. "This time, he was drinking my sake and bragging that he'd come up with a good-as-goldfish way to steal customers from Miss Sara." He raised the back of his hand to the side of his mouth. "But you didn't hear it from me."

      I frowned and snuck a glance at Sam and Kenta. They looked as concerned as I was. "Wait—why did he want to steal customers from her?"

      Genji threw his head back and cackled. "Oh! That. He's got a huge grudge against her—holding on to it for these last thirty years or so. Always trying to get back at her—he claimed this time, his plan would really work."

      I frowned deeper. "What was his plan? Do you know?"

      The skinny man leaned forward and lowered his voice. Sam, Kenta and I leaned closer to hear better over the sizzling of the grill. "He's got some special tea for his guests. Says it'll tranquilize them—like the name of his spa, tranquility!" Genji dissolved into wheezy laughs as I turned to my friends. Deep creases showed between Kenta's brows and Sam blinked at me with wide eyes.

      I opened my mouth to express my suspicions, but jumped when Genji clapped his hands together.

      "Food's ready!"

      Nine okonomiyakis floated into their paper-lined baskets. The three of us scooped them up and dodged the crowd on the pier to take them back to the tables we'd staked out. Rhonda dropped her feet to the ground and sat up straight when she saw them. Hank, Wiley, and Yann were already back with the drinks, and Maple and Annie broke off their conversation about the best methods for plaiting bread.

      Rhonda's face lit up. "Shells, yes."

      I slid a basket over to Sam, and another to Kenta. "Eat up." I pressed my lips tight together and addressed the rest of my friends. "Kenta has to leave for his fishing boat shift soon."

      Yann mumbled that he had no appetite, but Rhonda, Wiley, Maple, and the rest of us dug in.

      Wiley lifted the enormous pile up in both hands and eyed it. "How do you eat this thing?" Without waiting for an answer, he opened his mouth wide and took a bite, shredded cabbage tumbling from his lips.

      Maple frowned at him and used chopsticks to break off a bite-sized chunk.

      Around a mouthful of food, he eyed her beside him. "Oh ogay, show me up, princess."

      She giggled and popped the bite in her mouth, then closed her eyes. "Mmm. This is delicious."

      Rhonda nodded and went in for another bite.

      I sat down beside Hank and looked around at my friends. Before I started in on my food, I took a deep breath, then let it out. "Guys. I think we need to look into Dango, the guy who owns the struggling spa across the street."

      Annie looked up from her food, her thin brows raised.

      "Genji was just telling us that he ate here at the same time as Nazo Suzuki, the same day the man died."

      Hank frowned. "Did they know each other?"

      I shook my head. "I don't think so. But apparently Dango was going on about using tea to 'tranquilize' his guests and to finally get back at Sara for some grudge he holds against her." I grimaced. "What if he 'tranquilized' Nazo Suzuki and that's why the man overheated and died in the sand bath? He couldn't call for help or dig himself out because he'd been knocked out."

      Hank put down his pint, a cute foam mustache above his lip. "Dango would have had an opportunity if they ate at the stand together—he could have drugged Nazo Suzuki's food." He shook his head. "Though to brag about it like that would be incredibly foolish… or brazen."

      I shrugged. "Genji said he'd been drinking sake—maybe it made him loose-tongued. Anyway, if he had a grudge against Sara, it's pretty smart to kill someone at her spa—he'd probably be thinking it'd hurt her business."

      "Doesn't seem to have hurt her business at all though." Kenta shook his head. "Which means he might be growing desperate and strike again."

      Yann suddenly jerked his head up. "You are saying dat dis odder guy might have done da killing? Dat Sara could be innocent?" He pounded one fist into his other palm and boomed, "We need to investigate!"

      I waved my hands at him. "Glad to see you're feeling perkier, Yann, but let's keep it down." I glanced around. People milling about and eating nearby were casting us glances over their shoulders.

      "Who's in?" Yann shouted.

      "After dinner, right?" Rhonda crunched away at a bite.

      I nodded.

      "Glad she's got her priorities straight." Iggy folded his flame arms. "Speaking of which, more driftwood, please."

      Hank dug around in his pocket and pulled out a slim gray stick. Iggy snatched it eagerly and stuffed it in his mouth. "Yummy."

      I grinned at my boyfriend and nudged him with my shoulder. "Look at you."

      He smiled. "Got to be prepared."

      "I'm out, unfortunately." Kenta dabbed a paper napkin at the corner of his lips. "But a word of advice. Hold anything too serious for the morning. Not only are we guards out on the boats, but so is most of Umiru's police force. The ones left here are mostly volunteers, more like security guards than actual detectives or officers. If you need real backup tonight, try to contact us out on the boats."

      "Should we… send up a flare?" Maple swiped a brown spot off Wiley's cheek with her finger.

      Kenta shook his head. "We probably won't see it. It's a pandemonium of colors out there; a flare wouldn't be noticeable. No, you'd have to send a boat out to notify us."

      I frowned. That'd be difficult—to find which boat the guards were on, and time consuming to get out there and back. No—whatever we did tonight, we were pretty much on our own.
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      After we finished eating, and Rhonda "rested and digested" as she put it, lounging in her folding chair with her hands folded over her stomach for five minutes, we left Kenta and hurried down the pier and across the main street to Dango's dilapidated spa.

      The bell on the door chimed as we entered the dimly lit space. Dango stood in his spot behind the front desk with a fly swatter. "Gotcha!" He pounced on a spot on the wall behind him and beat at whatever he'd spotted with excessive force. When he straightened and turned around, his face shone bright red and he'd managed to further peel some of the faded wallpaper off with his efforts.

      "Oh." He tugged down the waistband of his satin tracksuit jacket and cleared his throat, then tossed the mangled flyswatter to the side and stepped up to the desk, resting his folded hands on the counter. "Welcome to my tranquility spa—"

      Rhonda snorted.

      He bristled, glaring at her, his mustache twitching, then started again. "Where all your cares will melt away. Care for our newest treatment? It'll lull you into—"

      Hank and I stepped forward, and Dango's face fell.

      "Oh. It's you." He pressed his lips tightly together. "What do you want?"

      "Do we have customers?" his wife called from behind the swinging door.

      He turned his head, but kept his eyes narrowed on me. "Nope. Just those tea peddlers again."

      Hank started forward. "I'll have you know selling tea is a noble and—"

      I reached out and stopped him by grabbing his arm. He halted, but stood glaring at Dango. "Jun and his family work hard and—"

      I patted his arm and muttered as I stepped forward, "I know, but potential murderer here…."

      Hank blinked. "Oh. Right."

      I sauntered up to the desk, holding my breath as I passed the baskets of tea Dango hadn't bothered moving out of the lobby. I didn't need another sneezing fit. I held my head high, not feeling too threatened with Hank, Wiley, Maple, Yann, Rhonda, and Sam at my back. Though it would've been nice if Francis was up by now and could've joined us. Never hurt to have an ancient vampire on your team. I plunked Iggy's lantern down on the desk, and Dango peered at him.

      "Take a picture, it'll last longer." Iggy stuck out his tongue.

      I cleared my throat. "What's this about a new treatment?"

      "Ah!" The man's mustached face lit up, and he held up both index fingers. "My latest, genius concoction, if I do say so meself."

      "Oh brother," Iggy muttered.

      I nudged his lantern with my elbow to get him to hush and smiled at Dango.

      "It's a proprietary tea blend that'll lull you into a deep relaxation—so deep, you'll fall asleep and wake up refreshed and rejuvenated."

      I opened my mouth to speak, but he cut me off, wagging a finger at me.

      "Nuh-uh. I won't tell you what's in it."

      Hank stepped forward beside me, thick arms crossed. "We delivered a massive quantity of maho tea here yesterday. I'm pretty sure I can guess the main ingredient."

      I bit my lip to keep from smirking, while Dango narrowed his eyes at Hank.

      I cocked my head to the side. "And isn't that a bit dangerous? Essentially drugging people who are about to slip into the baths or steam rooms?" I watched his reaction carefully. "That could kill them, couldn't it?"

      "I— No, you just don't understand— It wouldn't—" Dango's faced turned redder and redder, his whole face pinched and nose scrunched. His hands balled into tight fists.

      "I think he's about to blow." Rhonda slid up beside me and popped a pink oval from a candy dish into her mouth. She made a face, then spat it out. "I think that was a vitamin."

      "That's our lost and found!" Dango shouted.

      I recoiled. "Why does your lost and found look like a candy dish? Why would you keep someone's vitamin?"

      Dango vibrated with anger. "Typhoon’s tits! Yes! Yes! Alright, fine!" He slammed a fist down on the desk behind the counter, rattling the candy dish. "I suppose knocking a bunch of spa goers out cold isn't the best idea. Argh! And I thought this, this one, was going to be the idea that put us on top!"

      He grimaced and pulled at his hair.

      "It's alright, dear!" his wife screamed from behind the door, so loud her voice cracked. "You'll have another great idea!"

      "It is just so tranquil here," Iggy mused.

      Maple squeezed in between Rhonda and me. She glared at him, her sweet face not even coming close to menacing, no matter how hard she tried. "Is that what happened to Nazo Suzuki? You tried your 'proprietary blend' on him, and he slept—to death!"

      Wiley slid up behind her and massaged her shoulders. "Good try, sweetie."

      She whirled around. "Hey. I'm intimidating."

      I smirked, and she spun to face me. "I am!"

      "What are you on about?" Dango frowned at Maple, then me.

      "Though it does beg the question." Hank leaned against the desk and turned to face me. "Why Nazo Suzuki wasn't dug out in time. Even if he'd fallen asleep, been drugged by Dango here, the sandmen should have pulled him out and avoided disaster."

      Sam cleared his throat from behind us, where he stood beside Yann. "The timer wasss broken, remember?"

      I snapped my fingers. "That's right! It was cracked—the spell had broken, and the sand froze midair."

      Hank's eyes grew cloudy, deep in thought. "Why was the timer broken? Coincidence? Seems unlikely. Who broke it, then? And if it was Dango, how'd he sneak in unnoticed?"

      The spa owner threw up his hands. "I'm right here, you know? I didn't drug Nazo Suzuki, you kidding? I didn't even know that was him until you two told me. He was just another random, dissatisfied customer." He scratched the back of his neck. His color was slowly fading to pink instead of tomato red.

      "Ooh!" Maple bounced on her heels. "He could have disguised himself as a sandman. You said you remembered seeing an extra one who wasn't present after the murder, right, Imogen?"

      I nodded. "Yeah. That's possible. Though I don't know how he would've gotten ahold of a uniform."

      "I didn't!" Dango stomped his foot, and we all turned to face him. "Listen, you might be on to something though with that tea." He shook his finger at me. "I couldn't find the samples of the proprietary blend I'd made up before I ordered the big batch. And I know I had them with me the day Nazo Suzuki was killed, because I showed them to him when I ran into him at lunch."

      He winced. "I pitched him my idea about the new treatment—offered to let him try it for free. He'd just checked out of my place after a… not-so-great experience with some food poisoning. But I couldn't convince him—he said he'd already moved over to the Doragon." His face lit up. "After lunch I couldn't find the tea I'd shown him. Maybe he stole the tea and drugged himself!"

      "Did you leave the samples in the shed?" his wife screamed. "He's always losing things."

      "Er." Dango scratched the back of his neck. "No. I didn't look there."

      I shot the owner a flat look. In this mess of a place, it seemed like he could have misplaced his special tea anywhere.

      Dango snapped his fingers. "Maybe Sara stole them." He leaned forward, nodding. "Yep. You should question her. She stole them, just like she stole my first big idea!"

      "Not that again!" his wife shouted from the back.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            44

          

          

      

    

    







            Dango's Big Idea

          

        

      

    

    
      Hank frowned. "What do you mean, Sara stole your first idea?"

      Yann stomped up to the counter and stood behind me, Sam on his heels. His chest heaved, and he shook a finger at Dango. The owner cringed back. "How dare you eensult Miss Sara! She would never steal."

      Dango edged back. "Yeah. Right. Like she'd never murder all her lovers either."

      Yann, normally the gentle giant, growled, a deep rumbling sound. Hank and I exchanged wide-eyed looks, and he turned and patted Yann's shoulder. "Hey, buddy. Maybe we should wait outside, get some fresh air."

      Hank jerked his head at Wiley, who startled. "Oh yeah. Definitely. Fewer people to punch out there, too."

      Hank and Wiley led the fuming Yann back outside, and Sam slid up beside me.

      "I've never ssseen Yann mad before." He gulped.

      Rhonda's mouth pulled into a sly grin. "You wouldn't like me when I'm angry!" She scrunched up her nose and bared her teeth.

      It took me a moment to place the quote, then I rolled my eyes. "Not Twilight again."

      She cackled.

      I turned to Dango. "Right. You were saying? Miss Sara stole your first idea?"

      He nodded, stroking his mustache. "The year was—"

      "Yawn," Iggy interrupted.

      Dango glared at him, but started over. "Fine. We were all young. Sara was just a fisherman's daughter, and this town a relatively poor fishing village. Her parents had betrothed her to Genji, whose family owned the okonomiyaki stand even back then. Figured it'd be a good alliance: they provide fish, he cooks it." Dango held up his palms. "But then the monsters came, obliterated the town, including Sara's home, and killed her parents. She was left alone and destitute."

      Maple pressed her lips together, her voice soft. "How awful."

      I nodded. This jived with everything we'd been told about Sara before.

      The spa owner narrowed his eyes. "Yeah, yeah. Don't feel too sorry for her. We all suffered, believe me. Anyway, after the monsters moved inland or returned to the sea and the initial destruction settled down, I tried to help her. I wanted to buy the land her home had once stood on from her. At this point, it was worthless. Worse than worthless—that dragon had decided to burrow into the sand there and stay! Who'd want land they had to share with a dragon? I offered her a very fair price."

      I crossed my arms. "For worthless land, as you put it? I'm sure."

      "Hey." He shrugged. "These were tough times. People took what they could get."

      I cocked my head. "Yet you had enough to buy worthless land?"

      Dango's neck reddened and he looked down. "I was lucky. The monsters missed this place, left it standing. And I had some money set aside back then, a gift from my parents. At least I was investing in the local infrastructure, right?"

      Annie smoothed back her gray hair under her headband. "And why did you want this worthless dragon land then, dear?"

      Dango stood up straighter. "That was my big idea. I had the vision to turn that land into a spa—a hot sand spa. I'd gone with my wife to a neighboring island a couple years before and tried the same thing with sands heated by a volcano. I thought, why not use the dragon to my advantage and do the same thing!"

      I frowned. "Building the spa was your idea?"

      He nodded. "This was my parents’ bathhouse—the first and only one in town at the time, and I had the grand vision to expand. The sand spa would be our signature treatment." He shook his head. "And obviously it would have worked. Sara's rich now—off my idea! She was going to sell the land to me; we even had the papers drawn up. But somehow she found out about my great idea and stole it for herself. She called off the sale and spent the next few years borrowing and begging and building up that spa of hers. Then the whole town grew up around it, and suddenly everyone had a spa or a bathhouse." He gritted his teeth. "I still don't know how she found out what I was planning."

      I wondered how much of that was true. He certainly seemed to believe it. I narrowed my eyes and leaned against the tall counter. "You seem pretty upset about that. Upset enough to kill her guest and try to ruin her business?"

      Dango's eyes widened for just a moment, then he glared at me. "Psh. I wouldn't kill over it. And I would've done it long ago if I was going to."

      "Oh yeah?" I gripped the edge of the counter. "Seems like this place is hurting for business. And you said yourself that Nazo Suzuki had a bad stay here. Maybe you're lying and you knew he was the reviewer. That's why you were so desperate for him to give you a second chance. You knew another bad review would be the final nail in the coffin for your bathhouse and you saw your chance at lunch. You drugged his food with your drowsy tea, then snuck into the spa and broke the timer while he was buried in the sand, causing him to overheat. Kill two birds with one stone—prevent a bad review from coming out about your spa, and hurt Sara's business."

      Rhonda slapped her hand down. "Preach!"

      I cleared my throat. Maybe I had gotten a little carried away there—but I thought I made a good point.

      Dango blinked at me, his mouth hanging open.

      "Got nothing to say for yourself?" Maple pounced on him. "Then we're turning you in to the police!"

      Sam pushed his glasses up his nose. "Um… Kenta sssaid they're more like sssecurity guardsss, remember?"

      Maple blinked. "Er, right. Well, we're going to signal the guards and turn you in to them!"

      Dango folded his arms across his chest and smirked. "Good luck with that. I was here all afternoon when Nazo Suzuki was killed. I didn't do it—and my wife can verify that."

      "Of course I can, sweetie!" she shrieked from the back.

      I winced. Her words were nice, but the volume sounded like they were fighting. It was a confusing dynamic.

      "Hmph. Like we're going to trust her word—she would totally cover for you. She stands to benefit from Nazo Suzuki's death also." Maple lifted her blonde brows and shot a sharp look at the spa owner.

      Dango shook his head. "My guests will verify that I was here as well. The old man on the third floor saw me, and that lady—with the kids. I had to fix a burst pipe in their bathroom."

      I bit my lip, unconvinced. Still, Dango didn't seem worried. Either he'd staged this killing in a very clever way and felt confident he'd thought of everything, or… he was telling the truth. I sighed. There was a lot of evidence pointing to Dango: he had the means and the motive, and if his alibi didn't check out, then the opportunity as well.

      I pushed away from the counter. "Come on, guys."

      Maple glared at him in an adorable attempt to look intimidating. "We'll be back."

      Dango shook his head. "Please don't be! You come into my spa, accusing me of murder? Get out of here!"

      With once last glance over my shoulder, we filed out of the hotel and rejoined Wiley, Yann, and Hank, who stood outside in the dark and nearly empty street. The crowd had already gathered on the beach to watch the migration.

      Hank brightened when he saw me, which made me smile in spite of the situation. He came over and squeezed my hand. "Any luck?"

      I shook my head. "He claims he has an alibi."

      "You know, we've been talking." Hank looked to Wiley, who nodded. "And if our theory is correct, there's another avenue we could check—just for confirmation."

      Rhonda slid up and placed both her hands on my shoulders. "Do tell."

      Hank grinned. "If Dango did slip Nazo Suzuki his proprietary tea blend to knock him out, it would show up in the contents of his stomach—in the coroner's report."

      "Smart." I smiled, nodding. Then my face fell. "Does that mean we're heading to the morgue?"

      A dark shadow of a figure slid up beside me, and goose bumps prickled my arms. Almost against my will, I turned slowly and gazed up at a deathly pale, gaunt face.

      "Aiii!" I screamed and lurched against Hank, who wrapped his arms around me. My heart thumping, I finally registered what I'd seen. "Francis! You can't sneak up on me like that."

      Rhonda batted her lashes up at her beau and threw her arms around his hips. Francis hovered a few inches above the ground, putting his waist out of the seer's reach.

      The tall vampire blinked his black eyes. "Did somebody say morgue?"
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      The group of us rushed across the darkened main street back to the Doragon. All the carts and street vendors had moved their wares down to the beach to sell to the crowd gathered there, and any unnecessary lights and lanterns had been dimmed to allow for the viewing of the glowing manta monsters. I glanced down the empty street toward the cliffs that loomed above. Was Leo watching again from up high? Goose bumps prickled my arms. Or was he watching me from somewhere more nearby?

      Yann pushed the heavy double doors open to the impressive lobby, and we strode with purpose up to the front desk. The concierge startled when he saw us, then squared his shoulders. "May I… help you?"

      After we explained our request, a crease of confusion formed between his brows, and his voice faltered with doubt. But he obliged and drew us a rough map to the morgue, situated on a back street toward the cliffs.

      "Thank you!" Rhonda bowed as Hank grabbed the map and led the way.

      We marched down the street, our steps quick and echoey on the stone pavers. After winding through dark and twisted alleyways, we entered a street with some shuttered businesses that looked a bit more industrial than the tourist-friendly shops on the main drag.

      Hank, eyes on the map, stopped and turned to look up at the dark building that loomed above us. Made of cement, with a dark tiled roof, it lacked the charm and elegance of the buildings near the Doragon. Hank looked down at the map, then turned right and left, and finally jerked his chin at the darkened building. "This should be it."

      I frowned. "I don't see any signage."

      Francis tipped his head back, his hooked nose in the air, and sniffed. "It's the morgue. Smells of death."

      I lifted a brow. Oh good, that was reassuring.

      Hank strode forward and pulled on the handles of the double doors. They rattled. "Door's locked." He held his hands over the pulls and magic sparked. "Hm. Advanced spells. I can't pick the lock."

      "Maybe there's a back entrance." Wiley jogged around the side of the building, then returned a minute later. "There's a door back there, but it's locked, too. Looks like it goes down into a basement though."

      Hank and I exchanged looks. That sounded promising for finding dead bodies. They were always kept in basements, right?

      Wiley folded his arms. "I tried all my best lock-picking spells on it. No luck."

      Maple gasped and shot him a look.

      Wiley grinned. "What? Sometimes the stuff my dad taught me comes in handy."

      Yann and Annie glanced at each other, and Annie shook her head. "Troublemaker, that one." She grinned, though.

      Sam shrugged. "Maybe we jussst come back tomorrow? When they're open?"

      I nodded. "It's not likely Dango's going to make a break for it. It is an island after all. Where would he go?"

      "Hmm." Hank rubbed his wrist. "Unless we scared him. There's a lot of wilderness out there where someone could hide if they were really desperate."

      I lifted a brow. "And if he's lying about having an alibi, he knows he'll be found out."

      Hank nodded and drifted off into thought. I bit my lip. We could break a window—but that might set off a magical alarm or booby-trap system. Or maybe…. I looked up to the second story and grinned, my heart picking up its pace. "Look!"

      My friends turned to follow my finger as I pointed to the window above the door. "That window's open!" I turned to Francis and he picked up on the idea before I said anything.

      The vampire cleared his throat. "Allow me."

      In a whirl of black, smoke-like magic, he transformed into a large, black bat and flew up and in, through the open bottom half of the window. The rest of us rushed to the side door, and moments later the lock clicked and Francis opened it for us from the inside.

      We filed into the dark, eerie space. The shadows of gnarled tree branches filtered in through the small windows at the top of the basement walls. I unshuttered Iggy's lantern to let out as much of his light as possible and looked around.

      Luckily, the shining metal exam tables were empty, though I shuddered as I spotted the wall of drawers behind me. I let out a breath, the moisture fogging in the chilly space.

      "Aw, look at us!" Iggy cackled. "The gang's reunited for another morgue hangout."

      I frowned, then remembered. "Oh, like in Wee Ferngroveshire?"

      Francis shrugged. "I think it's rather nice in here—calm."

      I flashed my eyes at Maple, who'd curled her lip back.

      Hank narrowed his eyes, peering into the dark. “Anybody see the autopsy report?”

      We fanned out searching, but Francis waved a long, pale hand. “No need.”

      He found the drawer labeled N. Suzuki and tapped it with a long nail. “Found him.”

      It took Wiley and Hank working together to pull it out, the man was so heavy. Maple turned away and buried her face in my shoulder, and I patted her back. A sheet covered the man's large, mounded stomach, just his purple toes sticking out, with a tag tied to one. Hank, his face grim, double-checked the tag, then nodded.

      "Is the report with him?" I stayed a bit away from the body with Maple.

      Wiley made a face as he glanced around, then shook his head. "No. But there are some bags of… body parts?"

      Hank looked like he might be sick and turned his face away.

      Francis lifted an oiled canvas bag, untied it, and looked inside. I shuddered. He reached one long, pale finger in and poked around. "Nope. We're looking for the stomach." He grabbed another bag and repeated the process. "Ah. Here we go."

      Hank had gone pale.

      Maple started to lift her head, but I hugged her tighter to me. "You don't want to see this."

      I didn't either, really. I turned away as Francis prodded through the contents of the stomach. There were squishing noises, followed by Francis's sniffing. I kept my face buried in Maple's hair. I jumped when the drawer shut with a CLANG and looked up.

      Francis stuck his finger in his mouth and sucked it clean. Hank gagged.

      "Well?" I winced, trying not to lose my dinner.

      "I can say with complete certainty that besides his stomach being full of an unhealthy amount of those weird cabbage pancake pizzas you're all so crazy about—"

      Yep, that was my weird cabbage pancake pizza thing making its way back up.

      "His stomach also contained a decent amount of tea."

      I lifted a brow. "Was it the tea Dango created? His signature blend?"

      Francis cocked his head, his black hair slicked into place. "Would that have been the same tea that wafted out into the street from his place?"

      Hank pressed a fist to his mouth, but nodded. His voice came out choked. "The maho tea? Yes, we're fairly sure that was the main ingredient."

      The vampire straightened. "Then yes. This man consumed quite a quantity of that tea."

      I bit my lip. "That means Dango probably drugged him, just like we suspected."

      "And eef he is getting desperate, Miss Sara might be een danger!" Yann squared his broad shoulders. "We must hurry!"

      Hank nodded, a fist still pressed to his mouth, and his skin a shade of pale green. "We need to alert the guards."

      "And warn Sara!" Yann nodded.

      "And find Dango—in case he tries to get revenge or make a run for it."

      "But how are we going to alert Kenta and the other guardsss?" Sam wrung his hands.

      He had a good point. Maybe I could magically transform into a fish and swim out there? That'd be dangerous though, with all the monstrous creatures rising to the surface to feed. Maybe Francis could fly out there—but that might be a risk too, with the mantas flying through the air. It'd be faster just to commission a boat to take us out there. If only we could see which boat the guards were on first—that'd save us a lot of time trying to find them.

      "Oh!" I lit up and raised a finger. "Genji's telescope! He has one at the food stand for stargazing—I bet he'd let us borrow it to find the Kenta or Misaki and round up the guards to make the arrest."

      Hank grinned at me. "That's a wonderful idea."

      I smiled back. The moment was over when he gagged and covered his mouth again.

      "To da food stand!" Yann punched a fist in the air and led the way.
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      My friends and I raced through the darkened streets. Iggy in his lantern swung from my hand. Flashes of light lit up the tiled roofs. We soon reached the beach and ran past the spectators who gazed out at the brilliant neon light show in the sea.

      The manta monsters leaped and soared through the sky in a spectacular show—but we didn't have time to sit and watch. As we trudged through the soft sand of the beach, taking a shortcut across to the pier, I glanced out at the water.

      Dark shadows bobbed amongst all the light. Which of those were the boats that held our friends, the guards who could arrest Dango and bring him to justice?

      The crowd gasped in delight as an enormous ray plummeted from the sky back into the sea and sent up a sparkling spray of blue and purple magic.

      With my heart pounding in my chest and a trickle of sweat forming on my brow, we finally reached the wooden boards of the pier and raced down the line of food stalls and tents selling wares and carnival games. Many were dark or had dimmed the lights strung across their fronts, though plenty of people still milled about and ate at the food stalls.

      Our feet clomped along the boards, sounding like a herd of horses, and my breath was loud in my ears. I dodged right to avoid running straight into a woman and her little boy. She gasped, her eyes round.

      I grimaced and called, "Sorry," over my shoulder.

      Hank and Wiley reached the food stall first, with Maple, Sam, and me right on their heels. I glanced back. Yann and Annie weren't far behind. Francis trailed back there, last, because he was now carrying Rhonda in front of him, his arms looped under hers, floating along so she didn't have to run.

      "Hello?" Hank planted his hands on the tall counter and leaned over to see inside the booth. "Genji?"

      Wiley frowned. "Doesn't look like he's here."

      That was a bit odd. Then again, maybe he'd taken a break to watch the migration himself. I bit my lip. There were still plenty of people milling along the pier though—it seemed strange to close up shop during prime dinnertime.

      I looked around. "Should we just go in?" I pointed to the wooden half door on the side of the stall.

      "Let me see if I can find him quickly. Maybe he's visiting with a neighbor." Hank jogged down the line of tents.

      "Ah, just go in." Iggy waved a fiery hand. "You don't have to listen to Mr. Law-abiding citizen. I mean, it's never stopped you before."

      He had a point. And I was sure Genji wouldn't mind if we used his telescope, given the circumstances… probably. I raised my brows at Maple and Wiley. Maple bit her lip, but Wiley raised a hand to the side of his mouth and loudly whispered, "Go for it."

      I nodded and tried the half door. It was locked, but I climbed easily over. Once inside, I was struck by how cramped the space was. It must be tough working in such tight quarters day in and day out. I fanned myself. Especially with the heat coming from the boiling water for the soba noodles and the massive griddle.

      I frowned. If he'd left the heat still on, he probably hadn't gone far. But then, where was he? I shook my head. I was so used to mysteries, I was making something out of nothing. He was probably just on a bathroom break.

      I spun around, getting my bearings, and caught sight of the photograph of him and Sara from thirty years ago. It was sitting on the counter, the drawer he kept it in open. Curiosity getting the best of me, I peered in, then sneezed, and sneezed again.

      "Gesundheit!" Iggy chirped.

      I sniffled and rubbed my nose, my eyes watering. "Huh." I peered in again, keeping my distance this time, and spotted little dried green flecks littering the drawer… and empty tea bags. "Urg." I rubbed my itchy nose again. "Must be that maho tea I'm allergic to." I frowned as I looked closer. Could these be the ones Dango had lost?

      Beside the tea bags, more photographs littered the drawer. I couldn't help myself. I reached out a finger and pushed some photos to the side, revealing even more enchanted moving pictures below it. They were all of Miss Sara.

      Some of her front-on, her eyes widening and then her expression turning angry, then wary—as if she'd been surprised to be photographed. Others were of her from far away, through windows in the hotel, or from across the beach.

      I grew still, ideas starting to form. Ice flooded my stomach.

      "What is it?" Maple leaned over the half door. "Do you see something?"

      "The telescope's over there." Wiley pointed to the wood and brass thing to my right.

      But I couldn't peel my eyes away from the drawer of photographs. They were strange… at best. Genji's interest in Miss Sara was greater than we'd supposed. I didn't think it'd be an exaggeration to call it an obsession. I watched the magically moving photograph again, the one of the surprised Sara, up close. Something about the anger turning into wariness gave me pause. That was fear in her eyes.

      "Hey!" Hank jogged up, slightly out of breath. "Couldn't find him but—oh! Imogen, have you found the guards?"

      I looked up, only half registering his words, and shook my head. Was Genji stalking her? Why would a woman with a reputation as a black widow be afraid? If Sara was the jilted lover, why would Genji be the one with a drawer of creepy photos? Facts and little clues began to drop into place. The food wrappers, Genji's dead wife, the tea leaves.

      Hank vaulted over the half door. "I'll look for the guards." He squeezed my shoulder as he slid past me toward the telescope.

      Panic squeezed my chest.

      Hank wrapped a hand around the barrel of the telescope, ready to push it toward the sea, but I shot an arm out and grabbed his wrist. "Wait!"

      He turned to me, eyes wide. He frowned when he saw my panicked expression and turned to face me. "Hey. What's wrong?"

      Yann and Annie jogged up to the stand. The older woman held her side, chest heaving, and Francis drifted up right behind them, Rhonda standing on his hovering feet.

      I looked at Hank, then turned to my friends. "It was him."

      Annie gasped. "Who?" Her chest heaved as she caught her breath.

      "Genji!" I turned back to Hank and pointed at the telescope. "Look where it’s pointing."

      Hank turned and followed its line of sight. The crease between his thick brows deepened. "At the spa…."

      I took a shaky breath, then bent over and pressed my eye to the sight. I closed my other eye, and it took a moment before the image came into focus. But when it did, I almost wished I hadn't looked.

      The telescope was focused on an upper window that looked into a bedroom. The room was mostly dark, except for a single lantern resting on a table beside the bed. And in the center of the room, wiry Genji grappled with Sara.

      He had one hand on her neck and was pushing something into her face with his other while she clawed at his arms. The lantern light cast his gaunt face in frightening shadows.

      I shrieked and lurched away from the telescope. I looked up at Hank, my heart racing in my chest, so fast it hurt. "It's Sara—Genji's hurting her."

      Hank's eyes widened and before he could speak, Yann launched himself over the half door and squeezed between us.

      "Oof!"

      As Yann bent over to look through the telescope, his backside bumped me against the back table with its cutting board and knife rack. A big space in the middle of it was empty. My hip ached and I struggled for breath.

      I tapped Yann's back. "Bud-dy. Can't. Breathe."

      "Oh. Sorry." Yann straightened and turned to me.

      I gasped for air.

      "Dey are een her room. Let's go!"

      Without waiting for an answer, the bear of a man wrapped one arm around my waist, the other around Hank's, kicked open the locked half door, and stepped through, carrying us out with him. He plopped us down on the ground, nodded, and took off at a run, faster than I thought a man that size capable of.

      Rhonda clicked her tongue. "Called it! Told y'all to beware of street food stalls."

      Iggy rolled his eyes.

      Hank looked me over. "You all right?"

      "Slightly crushed by Yann's bum, but other than that, I'm fine."

      He grinned and nodded, then turned to the rest of my friends. "Francis, can you fly over to the window? Even if you can't get in, maybe you can distract Genji long enough to let the rest of us get there."

      Francis nodded, and Rhonda hopped down off his feet onto the boardwalk. "Guess I have to use my legs now."

      In a whirl of smoke, Francis transformed into a bat and took off across the beach.

      "As for the rest of us, I suppose we should use the speed spell."

      "Ugh." I made a face.

      Maple patted my shoulder. "At least we're not on a cliff this time."

      That got a little smile out of me. I closed my eyes, pulled from the vibrant power of the magical light show out on the water, and cast the spell. I opened my eyes and found the world a blur of lights and shadows as my friends and I sped through the night to save Sara.
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      We careened through the hotel lobby, past flabbergasted employees, and followed Yann through the hallways and up several winding staircases to a landing that led only to a single door. I skidded to a stop and stumbled into Hank, who caught me in his arms. Wiley, Maple, Sam, Annie, and Rhonda arrived moments later.

      "How'd… you know… which room… is hers?" I panted.

      "Well, Imogen." Iggy put on his “I'm talking to a little child” voice. "When a man and a woman love each other very much…"

      Yann's faced reddened. "No! I met her here to peek her up for our date."

      "Riiiight." Iggy stretched the word out.

      "Should we knock or just bust in—"

      I didn't even have a chance to finish my question. Yann lifted a beefy leg and kicked the door in. My mouth fell open. Apparently, even if the door had been locked with an enchantment, no spell was a match for Yann's power kick.

      Yann yanked his wand out of his back pocket and stormed in. The rest of us followed. Annie and Wiley held their wands aloft, casting light across the huge, darkened room, while Hank and I held our palms out at the ready. My stomach turned at the sight in front of us. Sara lay sprawled on the bed, her eyes closed. I sent up a quick wish that she was unconscious… not dead.

      "Get out of here!" Genji stood at the window and whirled to face us, the whites showing around his eyes. A big black bat chittered and flapped at the window. Good. Francis had kept him distracted. I only hoped we'd been fast enough.

      "What are you doing here? Get out!" He lunged for the bed and held his wand to Miss Sara's head, the tip of it glowing.

      Yann froze midway across the room. His broad shoulders heaved. "Don't hurt her!" His voice cracked with fear.

      The light from Genji's wand glinted off something in his other hand. My stomach clenched. It was a butcher knife—from his food stall, no doubt.

      Hank's throat bobbed, and he edged forward, palms out. "Stay calm. Is she alive?"

      Genji's sunken eyes darted from Yann to Hank to Sara. "Stay back!" He held the knife above her neck, his hand trembling.

      Hank glanced at Yann and lowered his voice. "He wouldn't be threatening her like that if she weren't alive. We'll save her."

      Yann grunted in reply and took a step forward.

      "Stay back!" Genji shrieked, spit flying from his mouth.

      We needed to distract him. Maybe we could edge closer, tackle him or spell him, before he could hurt Sara. But he stood so close as it was. In the blink of an eye he could use that knife and…. I shook myself. I couldn't go there.

      I cleared my throat and slid forward beside Yann and Hank. "Why are you doing this? I thought you really admired Sara. Why hurt her?"

      The skinny man's Adam's apple bobbed and he turned his wild eyes to me. "I don't want to hurt her." He shook his head. "But it's the only way."

      "There are lots of ways, Genji." I tried to keep my voice low, calm. I was surprised how assured I sounded, given my knees were trembling.

      "No!" He shook his head like a dog shaking itself dry. "I've tried—so many times over the years. We missed our chance."

      I gulped. "Because she called off your wedding?" I gambled. I hoped this encouraged him to tell his story, to keep talking. I hoped I hadn't made a mistake and angered him.

      He nodded and let out a choked sob. When I'd seen all the pictures in the food stand minutes ago, I'd figured as much. It didn't make sense for his family to have called things off—not with the way he was obsessed with her.

      "Our parents had arranged our marriage, but I knew we were destined, even beyond the arrangement. Cosmically! She couldn't see it though, said she didn't want it. I knew that, but I didn't care. I knew I could make her happy." He gulped. "When the monsters crawled up out of the sea and killed her parents and destroyed her home, she grew even more depressed." He chuckled, a maniacal grin on his face. "So when Dango, the fool, came to my food stand soon after, and got drunk and told me his plans for her land once he owned it, I thought I could win her love by telling her. I told her all about the idea for the hot sand spa using the heat of the dragon." He cackled, his eyes clouded and far away.

      "So that was how she found out about Dango's plans," Maple, just behind me, murmured.

      Wiley scoffed, his voice low. "I can't believe the guy was telling the truth. She really did steal his big idea."

      Genji wiped his brow with the back of his wand hand, the knife still hovering over Sara's throat. "But instead of loving me for it, she kept the land for herself, built her spa, and dumped me. With her parents dead, she said she didn't have to fulfill the contract they'd arranged." He shrieked. "How dare she! How dare she!" He shook his head and gazed down at her unconscious face. "But I can't stay mad at you."

      "This guy is nuts," Iggy muttered.

      I let out a shaky breath. "And you've been obsessed with her ever since." I swallowed. "She pitied you… and maybe feared you a bit. That's why she went along with the story that you and your family had broken off the engagement, right? To appease you."

      "To appease her conscience is more like it!" Genji snarled. His face softened the next instant, so many wildly varying emotions flitting across his features, one after the other. "She didn't know what she was missing out on."

      Another piece of the puzzle clicked into place for me. "But you couldn't stand to see her with other men, could you?"

      His face darkened as he stared at me, distracted. Yann and Hank edged away from me, skirting the edges of the room toward Genji.

      "You killed her husbands, her lovers. Anyone she showed interest in. Rumors circulated that she was a black widow. But it was all you."

      A devious grin lit up his face.

      "It's why you killed Nazo Suzuki, right? You said you saw them together. You thought they were lovers."

      "They were lovers!" he spat. "I saw him grab her in the hallway when I was delivering lunch to her workers. He kissed her. She pushed him away, but I knew she was just playing hard to get."

      I frowned. I doubted that part, but Genji's deranged mind clearly saw whatever it wanted to see. Hank edged to the right, getting closer to the bed, while Yann went left, sliding up toward the window and Genji's side. If we could just keep him distracted for a little longer, maybe they could save Sara.

      Maple stepped up beside me, her cheeks flushed. "How'd you do it? How'd you kill Nazo Suzuki?"

      Genji cackled. "He came and ate at my food stand, same time as Dango. The drunkard was always going on about his big ideas and had samples of his special new tea with him. Said a cup would make someone drift into a pleasant sleep. I snagged the bags and dumped a few servings’ worth into the fat man's food. I figured either it'd be enough to kill him, or maybe he'd wander into the water and drown or something. I decided to keep an eye on him, make sure my plan worked."

      "So you followed him to the sand baths?" Wiley prompted.

      Genji nodded. "Over the years I've nicked some Doragon spa uniforms when I was there delivering food. Comes in handy now and then, being able to sneak around the hotel unnoticed. I put on my sandman uniform and snuck in."

      I let out a humorless chuckle. "You were the extra one—with the kerchief over your nose and mouth."

      He grinned, his eyes wild. "That was meeee! I broke the fat man's timer so no one would dig him out, and let him cook like the pig he was."

      My stomach clenched at how gleefully he was boasting about killing someone. "He overheated, being a bigger guy, and it triggered a heart attack."

      Genji nodded. "I couldn't believe she'd gone for that guy over me! All these years, I'd been killing her lovers so she would see me—see we were meant to be together! Why didn't she see it? Then it occurred to me!" He tapped the side of his head. "My wife! Sara probably didn't see me as an option because I was married."

      My mouth dropped and Annie made a strangled noise. "Gee. You think?"

      "I thought after I'd killed my wife, everything would change."

      My stomach flooded with ice at the casual way in which he said this. That poor woman. What could her life with this sociopath have been like?

      "I came to Sara and said, we can be together now. And still she rejected me!" He shook his head. "I figured, maybe she's just being coy. Just be patient, Genji. But then she kisses the fat man and then goes on a date with the ginger!" He whirled on Yann, who was sneaking up behind him.

      Yann froze as Genji shook his wand at him. Tears poured down the skinny man's face. "I went to break up your date that night." He choked on a sob. "And she was smiling—really smiling. Not that look she puts on for guests, but a real smile. In all these years, I've never seen her look at a man the way she looked at you. You! A stranger!" Spit flew from Genji's mouth. As he stared at Yann, Hank took the opportunity to close the gap between himself and the bed.

      Genji's shoulders slumped and he glared up at Yann. "After that—I knew I'd never have her heart, even if I killed you." The knife trembled in his hand above Sara's throat. "So this—this is the only way! I forced some of the tea down her throat so she wouldn't feel pain, and now I'll kill her and myself so we can finally be together in the afterlife. Together forever—like we were always meant to be." Genji lifted the knife high above his head, its sharp point aimed at Sara's chest.

      "No!" Yann shouted.

      A crash to my right made me jump and scream. Floor-length curtains ballooned as the french doors to the balcony buckled and snapped. Francis, back in vampire form, dove into the room. As a startled Genji turned toward the crash, Hank fired a spell, knocking the knife from Genji's hand. Yann leapt forward and tackled the man. It took only moments for Yann to smack the wand out of Genji's hand and then pin the skinny man to the floor.

      Rhonda skipped up to Francis, who now hovered in the center of the room, and winked at him. "My hero."

      Yann, his knees on Genji's shoulders, kneeled tall and looked over at Sara. I rushed to her side, next to Hank. I squeezed his slightly shaky hand.

      "Ees she okay?"

      Hank held a couple of fingers to her throat. "She has a pulse. But it's weak. She needs medical attention."

      The door to the room flew open and I jumped. Several security guards, followed by the concierge, rushed into the room, wands aloft. The man in the green uniform gaped. "What's going on in here?"

      "Call the medic. Sara's been hurt." I turned to face him. "And take this man somewhere you can lock him up until we can flag down the guard to take him into custody." I pointed down at Genji, then decided I should clarify, since Yann still pinned him to the ground. "The skinny guy."

      The hotel's security guards rushed forward, and Yann moved aside, allowing them to magically bind Genji's hands behind his back. Genji cried and moaned as they hauled him to his feet and dragged him from the room.

      Hank pulled me into a tight hug and I relaxed into him, though my heart still thundered in my chest. I sighed and my shoulders dropped down from my ears. "It's over."
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      The next day, we all went to visit Miss Sara in her room. An anxious Yann led the way.

      The guards had been fetched last night, Genji arrested, and the medics had proclaimed that Sara would be just fine—after the effects of the sleeping tea potion wore off.

      One of the green-uniformed maids showed us into her quarters, and my brows jumped as we stepped inside. It seemed such a contrast to the dark, fear-filled room of last night. Now, all the curtains were thrown back and the windows open, which let in a salty sea breeze. Even the french doors to the balcony stood open, the white curtains fluttering. The lock Francis had busted when he crashed in had been fixed, and overall the room felt light and airy.

      Sara gave a weak smile when she spotted us, her eyes finding and staying on Yann. She pushed herself upright in bed, cushioned against big fluffy white pillows stacked three deep. "Sorry I can't properly greet you." She shrugged. "Per the doctor’s orders, I'm on bedrest all today."

      The maid who stood at the door behind us sniffed. "And I'm here to make sure you abide by them." She lowered her voice. "She's already tried to get back to work several times this morning." The maid bowed and turned to Sara. "I'll be just outside. Shout if you need anything." She closed the door behind her.

      "Please. Have a seat." Sara reached a slender hand out and grasped the wand on the nightstand beside her. With a flick of her wrist, tassled ottomans, tufted reading chairs, and the stool from her vanity flew across the room and arranged themselves around her bed.

      I settled into one of the armchairs with Hank atop an ottoman on my left, and Maple perched on the stool to my right. Yann sat closest to Sara, his big frame comically large atop the dainty tufted stool he sat on, and took her hand between both of his own. Rhonda plopped down into an armchair and patted her legs. Francis sat on her lap—or rather, hovered an inch or two above it.

      A little paler than usual, but still lovely, Sara smiled at us. "My staff tells me I have you all to thank for still being alive today." Tears welled in her dark eyes as she looked at each of us. "I can't thank you enough."

      "We're jussst glad you're okay." Sam blinked at her.

      I nodded my agreement, guilt tightening my chest. I felt badly that I'd bought into the rumors that she was a black widow.

      Miss Sara turned to Yann beside her. He gazed at her face. Sara let out a weak sigh. "From what my staff has told me, you've all heard Genji's version of things. I'd like to clarify by telling my side of the story."

      I leaned forward.

      "Twenty-seven years ago, the monsters came out of the sea—they wiped out my home, killed my parents."

      I bit my lip. I couldn't remember it, but I could relate. King Roch, Hank's dad, had also sent monsters that killed my parents through a mirror. Horace and I had barely survived. I looked down as Hank's hand slid around mine and gave a gentle squeeze. He must've known what thoughts her words would trigger. I squeezed back.

      "I had nothing. No family, no home, no food, no money." Sara looked down. "My parents had betrothed me to Genji, a man I could barely look at. He gave me the creeps, to be honest, even back then. But I had nothing, no choice."

      She pressed her lips together and paused. "Then Genji came to me a few days before the wedding, excited. He told me about Dango's idea to do the hot sand treatments. It explained why he wanted to buy my worthless land." She gave a humorless laugh.

      "At first I thought it was the craziest idea I'd ever heard. But the more I thought on it… I began to see it. I could envision the spa, right there on the sea. The sleeping dragon would scare off smaller predators, making the beach safe again, and people would need a place of solace, peace, after everything our island suffered." The tiniest of grins tugged at the corner of her mouth.

      "Looking back now, I'm not sure what gave me the confidence to go for it. But I broke off my engagement, called off the land sale to Dango, and decided I'd build the hot sand spa myself. It took years, bargains and promises and tireless effort, but I built it and got people to come. It was the first treatment we offered, the Doragon signature sand bath. And from there I added the outdoor baths, then came the hotel—though it was much smaller back then, just four modest rooms. And it grew and grew."

      Hank cleared his throat. "You must be very proud."

      Sara smiled. "Thank you." Her face fell. "But it was not all success and happiness. I married, twice. And both men died in horrible accidents. All my lovers over the years too—either died, or vanished." She let out a shaky breath and Yann scooted closer to her. "I thought it was bad luck. Karma, maybe, for stealing Dango's idea and betraying my dead parents' wish that I marry Genji."

      I lifted my brows. "You felt bad—for using Dango's idea? And for breaking it off with Genji?" I shook my head. "But Dango was trying to buy what little you had for cheap, only to gain himself, while Genji was clearly psychotic."

      She nodded. "Still… I felt guilty. And I tried to make amends as best I could."

      "Amends?" Annie asked.

      Sara sighed. "Dango has struggled over the years, and I've often wondered if he would have been successful if he'd pursued the hot sand bath idea."

      Wiley scoffed. "Not likely. Have you seen the state of his spa? Tranquility, my—"

      He stopped short when Maple flashed her eyes at him.

      Sara smirked. "True enough. But I've helped him along over the years when he needed it. In case any of his other ideas were winners."

      I gasped. "You're his secret angel investor?"

      A faint color spread to her cheeks and she nodded.

      I lifted a brow. "And Genji?"

      She winced. "I was always a bit afraid of him. I must admit that was my motive for trying to stay on his good side, as much as feeling bad for calling off the wedding."

      Rhonda folded her arms and peeked around Francis's back. "And for good reason, clearly."

      "I didn't know how… how obsessed he was." Sara looked down at the white comforter and shook her head. "I tried to keep peace by recommending his food stand to all my guests."

      "Is that also why you went along with the rumor that Genji broke off the wedding?" I widened my eyes.

      Sara nodded. "I spread the rumors, actually. I felt it might save him some pride." She wrung her hands. "Again, I felt such an odd mix of pity and fear of him." Her chest heaved and she pressed a hand to her mouth, stifling a sob. "I can't believe he killed my husbands, all the men I ever cared for."

      I squeezed Hank's strong, warm hand. How horrible.

      "Is that what happened to the fat dead man?" Francis picked at his long nails.

      Sara gulped. "No. I mean, yes, Genji killed him, as he admitted to you all. But Nazo Suzuki was not someone I cared for… at all. He wanted me—became pushy and forceful when I resisted. He even threatened to leave me a bad review if I wouldn't…."

      She trailed off, and my stomach twisted.

      Hank shook his head, his teeth bared, and grumbled, "Some men—they think they have a right to do whatever they like."

      I knew he wasn't thinking just of Nazo Suzuki, but of his own father as well, who'd thought it within his rights as king to subvert the law, murder innocents, and imprison anyone who dared disagree with him.

      “Eef he wasn't already dead…," Yann growled, eyes narrowed.

      "Eep." I glanced down at Iggy. "Remind me never to get on Yann's bad side."

      Sara sighed. "Genji happened by when Nazo was getting handsy—no doubt that's what made him think we were lovers." She shook her head. "I didn't give in, and the next day, Nazo Suzuki sent me a giant bouquet of flowers and an apology note." She scoffed. "He cornered me outside the hot sand spa, told me he was sorry for his rude behavior, but that he just couldn't control himself around me, as if that were an excuse. Said he wanted to make it up to me—the man was shameless." She pressed her lips tight together. "I know it's not right to speak ill of the dead, but I will not miss that man."

      I didn't blame her.

      Maple clasped her hands together. "I'm just glad that you're all right and that Genji got caught."

      Sara beamed again, though she'd gone paler than when we first entered. "Thanks to you all. I cannot thank you enough. I feel like I finally have my life back. Anytime you wish to stay at the hotel, it will be on me."

      Maple brightened. "And the siren song treatment?"

      Sara chuckled. "Of course."

      Maple whirled toward me and beamed. "Yes!"

      Sara, still smiling, turned to Yann. "I hope that means you'll come back… soon?"

      Yann nodded. "Dat would make me wery happy."

      I looked to Hank, whose eyes danced. He pulled his lips to the side and stood, his hand still wrapped around mine. "Miss Sara." He bowed. "It's been quite the experience staying here, but I'm afraid we've tired you out. We should let you rest."

      Sara bowed her head. "I'm so happy you all came by. Thank you for saving my life. And I hope next time the experience will be more restful and less…."

      "Murdery?" Iggy supplied.

      She grinned.

      I lifted Iggy's lantern and we all rose and bowed to Sara.

      Yann moved to stand as well, but Sara gripped his hands. "Wait—I hoped you'd stay a little longer?"

      Yann dropped into his seat in an instant.

      "I jussst want to sssay that the view of the sssea from our room wasss ssso delightful—"

      Hank wrapped an arm around Sam's shoulders as Sara and Yann leaned their heads closer and closer together. "That's very kind of you, Sam, but I think we'd better give Sara and Yann some privacy."

      Yann slid his enormous hand behind her neck and kissed her.

      I nudged Maple's shoulder with mine. "Aw."

      Sara reached up and dug her fingers in Yann's red hair and pulled him closer. The kissing became more intense.

      Sam's eyes widened, and he cocked his head as if taking notes.

      "Er, yeah." Hank led the way as we all practically ran out of the room.

      I gave one last glance back before dipping out the door and laughed, both happy and embarrassed at the same time. Hands had started to roam and Yann's leg had somehow found its way up onto the comforter. I dashed through and closed the door behind my back.

      The maid, who waited outside on a bench, stood as we crowded up the landing. "Is Miss Sara ready for me?"

      "Uh…." I bit my lip and grinned sheepishly at Hank. He shook his head. I turned back to the maid. "Not yet. It'll probably be a while." We took her downstairs with us.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            49

          

          

      

    

    







            On the Road Again

          

        

      

    

    
      "So. You're telling us you caught a murderer, saved Miss Sara, and solved half a dozen cold cases last night… by yourselves?" Misaki ticked off our accomplishments on her fingers. She rode her brown horse on the right side of the cart, while Hank rode his beside me on the left of it.

      Sam and Kenta sat on the driver bench, just as they had on the way over here, shoulder to shoulder. The baskets lashed to the cart were now empty of tea, all our deliveries made. I couldn't believe it'd been only a few days since we'd arrived. I was so full of hope back then… hope for an actual vacation. Maybe one day.

      Maple nodded. "And she gave us free stays from now on and free spa services." She bit her lip, and Wiley eyed her, chuckling. They sat with their backs against the baskets.

      Rhonda, sitting beside Francis—who hovered cross-legged like an enlightened goth yogi—thumbed at Maple. "Obsessed with spas, this one."

      I grinned and glanced over my shoulder at Hank. He smiled at me. "You sure you don't want to ride with me?" He patted the saddle.

      I shook my head. "I'd love to… but I don't think my thighs would be happy with me afterward."

      Misaki snorted and glanced over her shoulder at Jun, who rode his black horse behind her. "Kind of makes you feel like we were slackers out there on the water, merely fighting off sea monsters all night."

      Jun shook his head and turned to my friends and me in the back of the cart. "A two-headed shark leaped out of the sea, knocked Misaki's wand out of her hand, and she still fought it off."

      "Yeah!" Ben, who rode behind Hank, gaped at Misaki, his wide eyes filled with awe. "She just punched it—straight in its faces."

      The guard, with her half-up top knot, chuckled.

      "She scares me," Iggy, in his lantern beside my hip, muttered.

      I frowned back at Ben. "Seriously?"

      He nodded.

      "Wow. Yeah." I grinned. "Sounds like we all had productive nights." My eyes landed on Yann, sitting with his back to Misaki. His eyes were dreamy and far away, a goofy smile playing at his lips. I caught Annie's eye and lifted my brow. "Is the big guy okay?"

      She scoffed and gave him a side-eyed look. He didn't even seem aware we were talking about him. "I think he's more than okay. He and Sara had a pretty good time this morning, if you catch my drift."

      "Gross," Iggy muttered.

      "Oh, that's gross?" I shook my head at him. He had the dirtiest mind—and mouth—of anyone I knew.

      We'd left after lunch, giving Yann and Sara plenty of alone time while we packed up the cart, and were now about halfway back to Kusuri Town. We'd promised to return to Umiru soon, which wouldn't be much of a chore.

      Dead bodies aside, the place was a beautiful seaside town, and I'd really enjoyed our stay. Again, aside from all the death.

      I rocked with the gentle swaying of the horses, the temperature cooling off now that we were climbing back up into the mountains. The tall cedars shaded the soft dirt road, and a light breeze shifted the dappled shadows that played over the ferns and flowers that dotted the roadside. Pale yellow butterflies flitted across our path, and my head dipped forward. I closed my eyes, my limbs heavy, and was just drifting off to a nap—

      "Whoa!" Kenta shouted, and I jumped as the cart lurched to an abrupt halt.

      "What's going on?" I looked right and left, as did all my friends. Wiley jumped to stand up in the cart, while Sam spun in his seat and looked at me. "Imogen. I think it'sss for you."

      Hank reined his horse up beside me and put a hand on my shoulder, his eyes straight ahead on the road. "Horace."

      I grabbed hold of the side of the cart and hauled myself to my feet. Sure enough, my brother stood blocking the road, wearing his signature head-to-toe black. "Hey, sis."

      I grinned. "Hey, brother." He'd finally reached out to me. My hands trembled with nerves.

      He jerked his head toward the woods. "Sorry to be dramatic, but I was hoping we could go for a walk." He smirked at Hank beside me. "Don't worry, golden prince, just a short one. I want to talk."

      I rolled my eyes. "You're not sorry. You love being dramatic."

      Horace's hooded blue eyes bored holes into me, but a smile tugged at the corners of his full mouth.

      Hank reached out and took my hand. "What do you think?"

      I took a deep breath, then looked around at everyone. "Do you mind?"

      "Go for it." Rhonda waved a hand.

      "Nope." Misaki rested one hand on the sword at her hip, the other on her wand. "We'll be right here."

      I smiled. I appreciated the threat in her voice as she stared down my brother. It was a good thing to have Misaki on your side.

      Hank squeezed my hand. "You feel okay with this?"

      I leaned over to kiss him. "Yeah. I'm good."

      Hank's eyes darted to Horace, then back to me. He let out a breath, then held my hands and eased me down as I sat on the side of the cart and hopped to the ground. With a final squeeze of his hand, I let go and joined Horace.

      My brother swept an arm toward the woods. "After you."
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      We meandered between the tall cedars, their slightly spicy aroma filling the air, birds chirping overhead. I'd had hundreds of questions for him, spent weeks imagining this meeting and what I'd say. And now? My mind had gone blank.

      "So…." I glanced over at him. His brows were drawn together, his eyes on his feet. He seemed oddly… pensive. "What's up?"

      He waited until we'd wandered deep enough into the forest that my friends were out of sight. We stepped slowly between ferns and over small logs. "I need to tell you something."

      I gulped. He'd freely admitted to killing, thieving, stalking me in the past… what in the world could he have to tell me that made him act so… reluctant? I waited.

      His lips quirked to the side. "And as they say… if you can't like me at my worst, you don't deserve me at my best."

      I frowned. What an odd thing for him to say. I glanced over and found him fighting a smirk. "Oh my God!" I smacked his arm and he chuckled. He was joking!

      He laughed. Actually laughed. It was a deep sound, and his whole face lit up. He looked like a different person, smiling—younger. Would that have been the brother I knew if monsters hadn't destroyed our lives—if we'd grown up together, in our family home?

      In an instant, like passing through a shadow, the smile faded. The sharp cheekbones returned, the brooding, deep-set eyes. And he was back to being Horace, a man of secrets and secret pain. I swallowed against the lump in my throat and the ache in my chest. The ache for that life, that relationship with my brother and my parents that I'd never had.

      "I have to show you something."

      We stepped between two massive, moss-covered boulders and turned to the left. I gasped. Spread out between the trees were the hundreds, no thousands, of members of the Badlands Army. Silent, staring at us. I shrank back, edging closer to Horace. "What is this? Why are they here?" Was he going to try to take me again—make me join them?

      Horace moved away from me and stood beside Leo in his green flannel and a woman with long black hair. I waved at Leo, and he lifted a hand and wiggled his fingers at me. Horace faced me, his back to the rest of his army. He spread his arms out wide. I narrowed my eyes, trying to get a better look at him in the dappled shadows under the trees. I couldn't tell if it was the light, or if he'd suddenly gone quite pale.

      "A few days ago, Leo showed you my army—my thousands of followers."

      Leo inclined his head.

      I gulped. Those thousands of followers stood stock-still and stared at me. Goose bumps prickled my arms, and the force of magic radiating from them filled the air, nearly choking me.

      Horace's eyes grew glassy and a vein in his forehead bulged. He scoffed—all his levity gone. His lip curled back in a cruel grin. "I wanted you to be impressed by me—proud of your brother, of all that I'd done, of all the vicious wrongs I'd righted with equally vicious justice."

      I let out a trembling breath. "Horace." My voice came out small under the pressure of all those eyes on me—the pressure of all that magic. Like a hot sun, it felt oppressive almost, the force of the magic coming off these people. "Horace, I am proud of you."

      "No." He shook his head, eyes narrowed. His hands, still held out wide from his sides, trembled. "You're impressed because of a lie. I've realized it was shallow and needy of me to care what you thought. Emotions that are beneath me. So I'm here to show you the real Badlands Army."

      My heart raced in my chest. The force of the magic seemed to throb in my ears, so that I wasn't sure if it was my own heartbeat I felt or theirs. My legs trembled below me. What could Horace be about to show me?

      I waited. People in the back began to leave—the crowd thinning. I squinted, trying to peer into the shadows amongst the cedars, behind the tall ferns. Were they leaving or… disappearing? My breath caught in my throat as Leo suddenly vanished. One moment he was there, the next gone.

      "Horace. What are you doing to them? Where's Leo?" Was he killing them right in front of me? Were they killing themselves? Were they even really there?

      Dark shadows ringed Horace's deep-set eyes, and a sheen of sweat covered his pale face. One by one, the rest of the army vanished, until only my brother stood before me. Two cool tears trickled down my cheeks. I swallowed against the tightness in my throat, overwhelmed by what I'd just seen. "What's happening?" I gulped. "Horace, what is this?"

      "The truth." He let his arms fall to his sides, then collapsed.

      "Horace!" I ran to him and knelt beside him. I brushed his dark hair back from his clammy face. He blinked back up at me and smirked, though his eyes held no mirth… but no malice either. He looked surprisingly… vulnerable.

      "The illusion—it takes it out of me."

      "The illusion?"

      I put an arm around my brother’s shoulders and helped him as he pushed himself to a siting position. He dusted a few leaves off his shoulders, and already some color had returned to his cheeks. He nodded. "The army. They were only an illusion."

      I looked to the left, where those thousands of individuals had just stood. Now there was nothing but butterflies fluttering through beams of light between the trees. The hairs rose on the back of my neck. "You did that?" I shook my head. "That's—impossible."

      He shook his head. "How many times do I have to tell you? As a swallow, your powers are beyond anything you imagine. You too could do this."

      I shook my head. "No. I couldn't. And I don't know how you possibly could."

      "Just as we can wear masks and appear to be others in a more convincing way than other witches and wizards, we swallows can multiply ourselves as well."

      My jaw dropped. "But that wasn't just multiplying." I swept an arm toward where his army had stood.

      "Exactly." He blinked slowly. "It was multiplying and putting masks on my doubles. Admittedly, it's extremely draining and takes great focus, but with practice, it is absolutely doable."

      I shook my head, trying to take it all in. "But that—that was thousands of people you just created."

      "Yes, and I collapsed from the effort of it." He shrugged. "I said it was doable—not that it was easy."

      I didn't know what to say. My brother was so immensely powerful, I didn't even know how to comprehend it. I didn't think a person was capable of such things. Finally, I managed to mutter, "You're incredible. That was incredible."

      He sniffed. "As I said, it was foolish of me to want you to be impressed." He glanced up at me with those pale, clear blue eyes. "But I'm glad you are."

      I frowned. "But why do all that? Where's the real army?"

      "Imogen." He looked almost bored. "There isn't an army."
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      I froze. "What do you mean, there isn't an army?" I knelt there on the soft, dark earth, staring at my cunning brother. "You're the leader of the Badlands Army!"

      "No." He shook his head. "I am the army. Me, and only me."

      I felt like I was falling. My stomach dropped and I put a palm to the earth. The moist ground was somehow reassuring—like my body, the forest—we were still here, though other key facts, pillars of my world, seemed to be crumbling. I shook my head. "No. The attacks, the signs in the sky, Nate and Pritney, the camp in the forest—"

      "All me. Well, not Nate and Pritney." Horace tipped his head to the side. "I suppose they were the closest to an army I ever had. Nate was the only friend I had growing up, if you could call us that." He met my eyes. "We grew up together. The marauding gang that raided our village and took me as a child soldier captured Nate also. We came to trust each other—kept each other alive more times than I can count."

      I let out a shallow breath. "And Pritney?"

      "Her father was the minor lord who bought me from the army when he saw what I could do. When Hank's father had me thrown in Carclaustra, Pritney, the lord's daughter, convinced her father to get me out." He smirked. "I think she fancied herself in love with me."

      "Yeah." I nodded. "She was in love with you. She killed for you." She'd murdered Nan and Glen during the competition to become head baker so she could poison Hank and the royal family. All for Horace and the Badlands Army. Which, apparently, didn't even exist.

      He shook his head. "She thought she was, but she always had a thing for Nate. And he for her." He shrugged. "But yes, they were loyal. Though they made a total debacle of the one and only job I gave them." He rolled his eyes. "That's why I figured, if it was convenient, we'd rescue them from Carclaustra while I was there getting Gunter Braun out."

      I frowned, though a smile played at the corners of my mouth. There was something almost comical about cold, calculating Horace being such a keen observer of the romance between Nate and Pritney. Now that he said it—I could see it between the two of them.

      And though he put on this cavalier front, it had been no easy feat rescuing them at all. And while yes, he wanted to rescue the scientist, I suspected he'd already collected more than enough evidence to indict King Roch. I couldn't hold back my smile. "You care about them."

      He gave me that cold, half-lidded stare. "I care about myself."

      I laughed. "You tell yourself that."

      He glared at me. But somehow it didn't scare me anymore. There was something about Horace that had always seemed untouchable, but suddenly he was seeming so… human.

      "Where are Nate and Pritney now?"

      He sniffed. "I have no idea."

      I grinned and shook my head. They had tried to kill me, and while I didn't think I could ever really wish them well… I found myself not necessarily wanting them to be caught and arrested, either. What a weird day this was turning out to be. I looked at my brother closely. He kept his eyes down on the smooth, gray stone he was rubbing between his fingers.

      "So… there was Nate and Pritney but… no one else?"

      He looked up and met my eyes, chin high. "No."

      I licked my lips and searched his face. "No one? No one to talk to, or laugh with, or… plot acts of vengeance with?"

      His eyes narrowed. "No."

      "You've been alone? On this island, all these years? Making mirrors and going round the kingdoms speaking with survivors of King Roch's atrocities and gathering evidence against him… all alone?"

      He shoved to his feet and walked a few paces away. "I don't want your pity."

      My jaw dropped. I jumped to my feet and stalked over to him, positioning myself in front of him so he had to look at me. I glared up at him. "Well, I don't care. You have it. You're my brother and you've suffered in unimaginable ways, and whether you like it or not, I—I love you. And I care that you've gone through that. It makes me sad that you've been so… so lonely."

      He didn't say anything. He looked at me with those hard eyes, then lifted his chin to stare over the top of my head.

      I gulped, my throat tight. Tears trickled down my cheeks. "But I also admire you. You're so powerful—you're like a superhero! And you're my brother. Whether you care or not, I am proud of you. You've been through horrible things, alone, and come out of them stronger. You found me—and as many times as you've thrown me in harm's way, you've also saved and protected me and shown me the truth. You showed everyone the truth. There are so many people out there who never would have had a voice, never had a chance to see justice done for King Roch's crimes against them if it weren't for you."

      He was looking at me now, his eyes glassy, full lips pressed tight together.

      "You are a remarkable person, Horace." I grinned through my tears. "You single-handedly changed the kingdoms forever."

      His throat bobbed and his eyes shone as he looked down at me. A grin tugged at the corner of his mouth and he said softly, "I had a little help. With breaking into prison and such."

      I pressed my lips together until I burst out laughing. "That's why you used us? Because you didn't have an army to do it?"

      He shoved his hands into the pockets of his black pants and hiked up his shoulders. "Well, I wouldn't have used a team of bakers to break into Carclaustra if I could have helped it." He grinned. "Besides, I thought it might be a fun sibling bonding activity."

      I shook my head. What could I say to that? I laughed, though tears still poured down my cheeks. I thought back to all our conversations about the army, the ones that had shaped my impression of it. "You once told me your army was a bunch of yes-men."

      He smirked.

      "You were joking. They were yes-men because they were all you?"

      He chuckled. "When you're a one-man show, all your inside jokes are with yourself."

      I shook my head and laughed through a sob. "You're so weird."

      He chuckled. Then cleared his throat and looked at me, thoughtful. "Imogen?"

      I nodded.

      "I'm not sure I know what love is. But. I think I love you, too."

      I lurched forward and threw my arms around him, pinning his arms to his sides. "I don't care if you hate this," I mumbled, wetting his shirt with my tears. "I'm hugging you anyway."

      He held very still, and quietly, so quietly I almost didn't hear him, he murmured, "I don't hate this."
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      Horace and I took our time walking back to Hank and my friends. I didn't want to keep them waiting or make them worry, but I was relishing every moment with Horace. I'd never talked so openly with my brother before.

      "So, why'd you make the army up?" I kicked a rock as I took a step.

      He looked up and took a deep breath. The air up here was cooler than down at the beach and smelled of herbal, aromatic cedar trees. "It was my life’s mission to see that the king"—he spat the word—"saw justice. I made up the army, spread rumors, gave people glimpses of it when necessary, to spread fear. On the island here, I wanted to be left alone, and the show of force ensured that. But in the kingdoms, I wanted Roch and the other liars to know I was coming for them. And not just me—an entire mysterious, powerful army.”

      I nodded. It made sense. I glanced up at him. "And has he? Has King Roch been arrested or tried?" I gulped. "We're kind of desperate to know what's going on back in Bijou Mer."

      He shrugged. "I wasn't lying when I spoke to you as Leo. I broke the last mirror. I haven't been back to Bijou Mer since we all fled the castle. I have no idea what's going on, either."

      I gaped and stepped over a fallen log. The spaces between the trees were getting bigger as we neared the road. "Isn't that killing you? I mean, you spent your whole life fighting for this—why leave now? At the very end?"

      Birds twittered in the branches far above our heads.

      Horace shot me a heavy look. "Like I said before, as Leo, haven't I done enough?"

      I lifted my brows. "You've uh, yeah, you've done a lot." Visions of Tar the dragon monster set loose on Calloon flitted through my head. "A little too much, in some cases," I mumbled. Then louder, added, "Don't you care what happens?"

      "Imogen, if I were to do what I'd prefer to do and roast King Roch alive on a spit in front of his kingdom..."

      I glanced up. The gleam in his eyes made me shudder.

      "What would that accomplish? Sure, it'd be satisfying. But then what? Would I become king?" He shook his head. "I don't think law and order suits me."

      I had to agree there.

      "Then who would rule?" He laced his hands behind his back.

      "Uh… Hank's older brother?"

      "Who's just watched his father murdered alive in front of him based on the claims of someone he believes is a terrorist. Meanwhile, all his father's cronies are still deeply embedded in the government, and then what? They escape justice, influence the inexperienced new ruler, and the whole cycle repeats itself." He scoffed. "I can only do so much for the kingdoms. I have handed the reins over to the people. They will either see that justice is done, no matter the costs, and set themselves free, or…."

      I swallowed. "Or?"

      "Or they'll allow a tyrant to smother the voices shouting the truth, the journalists, the officers with a shred of decency, the people who've been wronged, and they will sink into oppression."

      I curled my lip. "Sounds great." I shook my head at him. "And you're okay—to just wait and see what happens?"

      "Like I said. I've done enough. The world knows the truth— that, truly, has been my life's mission." He looked down at me and slowly blinked. "And now we shall see if the world cares about the truth."

      I let out a deep breath. "We still have friends in the kingdoms. Good people. I wish we were there to help them fight to make this right."

      "Imogen."

      I looked up at him.

      "I wasn't joking when I said I had help." He lifted a brow. "You and your friends broke Gunter Braun out of prison. You searched out the truth, you stood up to the king. And even him banishing you—your suffering might just be what motivates your friends to see justice done. You've already done much."

      Hm. That was something to think about.

      Horace cleared his throat and spoke again in his low, drawling voice. "You have a lot to learn. But one thing you've taught me is that having people in your life, people you trust and who stand by you—that's a strength too."

      I glanced up at him, my brows lifted.

      He grinned slightly. "Not to get all sappy on you."

      I chuckled and thought his words over as the road came into sight. I spotted Hank and my friends waiting by the cart and horses. We had made many friends. Wool and K'ree and Elke and princess—Queen Shaday in the Fire Kingdom. And there was Junie, my sort of adopted grandma, and Pandora and Beau Primpington in the Earth Kingdom. We'd been guests of honor at Queen Winnie and the Pirate King Charles Walker's wedding. And even though Urs Volker was unlikely to count me as a friend, he seemed like a man who cared about principles—he'd hopefully be grateful that we'd shed light on what was happening at his prison under his nose, with King Roch illegally sending political dissidents there. Maybe my brother was right. Maybe King Roch banishing us would spur those friends to come to our aid and stand up to him.

      "So… we're just going to spend the rest of our lives on this island while the people in the kingdoms sort this mess out?"

      "Think of it like a well-deserved vacation." He smirked. "Either law and order will fall completely to tyranny, and then you'll be glad to be here, away from it all"—my stomach twisted. I wasn't so sure about that, not when I knew so many good people had been left behind—"or your friends will prevail. In which case, I'm sure someone will be bound to come looking for you."

      I frowned. "And I guess in the meantime, since we don't have any idea how long that might take and there's no way off this monster-surrounded island, we'd better just get on with our lives."

      Horace nodded.

      I lifted a brow. "You said you'd basically accomplished your life's goal." I shrugged. "What now?"

      "I haven't the foggiest."

      I laughed. "Really?"

      He shook his head, grinning. "Maybe I'll take this time to find myself."

      I rolled my eyes. We'd nearly reached the edge of the trees. I put a hand on his arm, stopping him, then turned to face him. "I've always wanted a family, a real family, and—" I grinned. "—with Hank and my friends and you, I feel like I have that now. While you're finding yourself, I would love it if you would come visit sometimes—or a lot."

      His full lips quirked to the side and he looked down his upturned nose at me. "I think I could manage that."

      I beamed and opened my arms wide.

      He held up a finger, stopping me. "But no more hugs today."

      I let my arms drop. "Ah, fine."

      Grinning, I stepped out of the tree line, though Horace stayed just inside the shadows of the forest. My friends milled about, petting the horses, eating snacks on tree stumps, chatting and stretching.

      "Imogen!" Maple smiled and jogged up to me. "You've been gone awhile—everything okay?"

      Hank strode up to me and wrapped me in a hug. He smelled like pine and cedar trees—so good.

      I nodded. "Yep. But I've got a lot to fill you guys in on."

      With one arm still wrapped around Hank's waist, I turned and gave Horace a little wave. He leaned against a tree trunk and pulled a hand from his pocket to wiggle his fingers at me.

      Captain Kenta clapped his hands. "We ready then?"

      Misaki swung into her saddle. She made it look so easy.

      "Uh, actually." Hank glanced from me to Horace. "I'd like a quick word—if you have a moment?"

      Horace's eyes stayed half-closed, but his eyebrow twitched. "The golden prince wants a word? How could I say no?"

      I frowned up at Hank. "Is everything okay?"

      I couldn't quite read his expression as he gave me another squeeze. He smiled, let out a shaky breath, then gulped, his eyes bright. "Yeah, um, this'll just take a second." He jogged over to Horace. "I wanted to ask you a favor, actually." They disappeared into the trees together.

      A favor? What kind of favor would Hank ask Horace for? He'd barely begun to view my brother as more than just a dangerous criminal… and now a favor?

      Rhonda drifted over and threw an arm over my shoulders. "What in the hell?"

      My thoughts exactly.

      "Do you know what they're talking about?" Maple clasped her hands and rose on her tiptoes, leaning forward as if that might help her overhear.

      I folded my arms and shook my head. This weird day was just getting weirder.
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      The next few days passed quickly. Chores had piled up at Jiji's guesthouse while we were away, and we all pitched in to pick oranges in the garden (while setting magic barriers to keep the gnomes out—I still hadn't seen one). We set the brooms and mops to magically clean the floors, did a massive load of everyone's sheets and fluffy white towels, and got back to eating meals all together (which I'd missed). Though, judging from Maple's quiet brooding, she hadn't missed sharing an untidy kitchen with our sweet older host.

      Although our trip to the seaside had been fun, it felt good to be back home. And I couldn't help but smile a little, that Kusuri felt like home now. Or at least, as close to home as we could get when away from Bijou Mer. I kept so busy I hardly noticed, but there was an odd energy around. It stood out in the quiet moments, when I'd take a break and let the brooms and rakes and buckets do the work for a bit.

      Sitting on the low step of the wooden porch, my bare feet in the sunny grass on our third day back, I spotted Hank sneaking through the front garden. I sat low enough that he didn't see me behind the tall rosebushes and sweet-smelling orange trees. He glanced right and left as he made for the street in a crouch. I frowned. What was he up to? I grinned as I watched him. He needed some lessons on sneaking. He dashed down the winding stone path and out of sight down the street.

      Still puzzled, I stood and dusted off the cream-colored apron I wore. Now that I was thinking about it, he'd been acting strangely lately. I kept catching him watching me, which at first had been sweet, but it was happening so often now that it made me wonder why. And he hadn't been sleeping well—I'd woken up the last few nights to find him staring at the ceiling, chewing his lower lip. And he still hadn't told me what he and Horace had talked about or what that favor he'd asked for was.

      I crept up the winding path and leaned over the hedges that formed a fence along the front of the property. Hank, with his tall frame and broad shoulders, had stopped at the end of the street, in front of the haunted house with its circling ravens overhead. I bit my lip. No, Hank. Keep going. You do not want the red balloon that nice clown is offering you. I winced when he darted across the street and headed straight for it. My worry turned to confusion as another dark figure emerged from the shadows and beckoned Hank to the back of the house. What the what? I was tempted to follow and spy on him, but had a better idea. It wasn't just Hank who'd been acting a little weird the last few days. And I figured I could save myself a trip to the run-down house where I'd probably be cursed or possessed or something.

      I wandered back inside, past Sam and Kenta playing mah jong at the long wooden table in the front room with Rhonda and Annie, and found Maple in the kitchen.

      "Whoa." I ducked past a flying pot. Seemed like the entire kitchen was enchanted, pots and pans and spoons and—eep—a knife flew past my head, being magically scrubbed, towel dried, and then whisked away to a cupboard or shelf. I sidled up to Maple, who stirred a black kettle over Iggy's cooking flame in the walk-in hearth. "It's like a war zone in here." I bent low and closed my eyes as I took a deep breath of the soup she stirred. "Mmm."

      She grinned at me. "Mushroom and rice—I'm trying a new recipe."

      "We're trying a new recipe." Iggy rolled his eyes as he munched on a log. "How much longer is this going to take?"

      She ignored him and muttered, "Jiji is so tidy everywhere else." She made an annoyed noise in the back of her throat. "Why does she let the kitchen get so dirty?"

      Ah. That explained the flying dishes.

      I leaned against the wall beside the alcove that held Maple's cauldron suspended over Iggy's flames. "So I just saw Hank slink out of here and down the road. He looked really suspicious."

      "Hm?" Maple reached behind her, grabbed a handful of coarse salt from a bowl, and tossed it into the soup.

      "He's up to something—you wouldn't know anything about that, would you?"

      "Hm?" She looked up and suddenly my words registered. "Oh!" Her cheeks blushed bright pink and she dropped her gaze back to the soup. "No. I don't know anything."

      I grinned. Bingo. It's why I'd come to Maple—zero poker face. I nudged her arm. "Nothing?"

      She shook her head quickly.

      "Maybe he and Horace are running away together?" Iggy cackled.

      I grinned and tried again. "Because if you did know something, I'm sure you, my best friend in the whole world—"

      "You're on dangerous ground," Iggy growled.

      "My best female friend in the whole world—"

      "Better." Iggy chomped on a log.

      "—would definitely tell me, right?"

      "Yep," Maple squeaked.

      "Spill it!"

      Maple whirled on me and held up her palms in surrender. "I don't know anything!" Her cheeks and neck had turned pink and blotchy.

      I folded my arms and grinned at her. "Fibber. Come on—tell me. Please." Maybe if I whined it would help.

      I tried for the next few minutes, but Maple held strong—which was really unlike her. Finally, annoyed and more curious than ever, I gave up and wandered back out to the garden to do the weeds. Which, with the finding spell and the uprooting spell, really wasn't too much work.

      The rest of the afternoon passed quickly, and Hank returned some time later. We all gathered around the table as twilight fell, fireflies and moths and fairies flitting about the garden. Maple's soup was delicious, though I noted that no one seemed to meet my eye. And the table was unusually quiet—except for Iggy and Rhonda, who chattered enough for everyone. Hank pushed back from the table first. "Please excuse me."

      "Where are you—"

      He didn't even look at me as he dashed off upstairs. What the what? Jiji stood next. "Imogen, can you help me clean up in the kitchen?"

      I lifted a brow. After Maple's tornado of cleaning, I was shocked anything might be dirty. Well, besides the bowls we’d eaten out of, and those would only take a moment for a spell to breeze through. "Uh… sure."

      My friends kept their eyes on their bowls as I stood. All except Misaki's little sister, Fumi, who grinned broadly at me until Misaki, beside her, elbowed her hard, knocking the mirth right off her face. I frowned. What was going on with everyone? As I entered the kitchen, I glanced over my shoulder to find the entire silent table watching me. As soon as I caught them, their eyes all darted down to their bowls.

      "Go already!" Iggy waved me on.

      Frowning, I found the kitchen mostly tidy, though Jiji pointed out some stains in the sink she wanted me to scrub out. I had my doubts, but summoned some magic from the glowing embers of the fire and set the stiff brush to work with some white bar soap.

      It only took a minute or two to get the sink spotless, so Jiji had me refold all the kitchen towels and fabric napkins, then polish the silverware. Fifteen minutes later, I and my magic had got the kitchen shining and spotless. I turned around to ask Jiji what she wanted next, but found the kitchen empty.

      "Jiji?"

      I listened, but no answer came. "Jiji?" I wandered down the hall to the front room. "Has anyone seen—" The table sat empty, all my friends gone. I frowned and raised my voice. "Hello? Where is everybody?"

      "Outside!" Wiley's voice drifted in through an open window.

      Okaaay…. I wandered out onto the front porch. Glowing gold and green orbs flitted amongst the trees, and the magic toadstools glowed purple and red. White paper lanterns strung from the porch glowed, casting a soft light over the lush, dark garden. I blinked, my eyes adjusting, but still I didn't see anyone.

      "Out back!" Yann's booming voice called.

      I headed right to the side of the house and opened the low bamboo gate, then latched it behind me. I walked under the roses that climbed the arching trellises between the side of the house and the stone wall of the property. When I rounded the corner and stepped into the back courtyard, my breath caught.

      I pressed a hand to my mouth. "What—what is this?"

      My friends stood in a semicircle facing an enormous white tent hung with colorful bunting and string lights. Maple, humming, turned to me and waved. Tears filled her eyes and as she looked at me she burst into a half sob, half laugh.

      I rushed forward across the soft grass. "Are you okay?"

      She nodded and kept humming. Yann, Wiley, and Annie held their wands aloft, as did Sam, Kenta, Misaki, Jun, Fumi, and Jiji. Cat and Jiji's white cat streaked across my path, playing.

      "What are you—" I spotted Rhonda, and Francis hovering beside her, their eyes focused on the tent, and suddenly it clicked. "You guys are doing this? The tent?"

      Wiley chuckled. "Go in already!"

      The enormous white tent glowed from inside, and as I stepped up to the flaps, Horace strode out. I gasped.

      "Sister." He bowed his head and stepped to the side.

      "What are you doing here? What's—"

      He shook his head. "Go in—you'll see."
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      I lifted my brows and turned to look at Maple. She smiled, tears pouring down her cheeks. My friends and Horace—together? And they were all okay with this?

      My heart pounding in my chest, I stepped inside the tent and gasped. I pressed my hands to my mouth as tears welled in my eyes, and took it all in. Tables with butcher block countertops sat spaced out around the tent, and stone-lined spaces below formed ovens. It was the baking tent—our baking tent, from the competition. I walked through the stations. Bern had been there, Lillian there, and Zeke there. I found my station. Iggy burned in his lamp atop it.

      "Iggy." I rushed up to him and lifted the lantern to face height. "Iggy, what is all this?"

      He eyed me a moment. "You'll see soon enough." He glanced around. "Weird, isn't it?"

      I nodded and turned. Maple had been back there, and Hank just beside her. I bit my lip. He'd looked different back then, in his disguise, but it had still been him. I smiled, thinking of the butterflies I'd gotten around him. He still made me feel that way. I turned to Iggy. "Where's Hank?"

      He blinked. "Who?"

      I shot him a look and he rolled his eyes toward the back of the tent. "Check the pantry."

      Grinning, I carried Iggy to the back of the glowing tent and stepped into the small, dark alcove. Iggy's orange flames fluttered over the shelves lined with jars of spices and bags of flour and sugar. Hank stood inside, his eyes wide and glassy in the firelight. And, just like in the competition, he ducked his tall frame to avoid the hanging dried flowers and roots above.

      "Imogen."

      "Hank."

      I stepped up to him and he gently took Iggy's lantern from me and hung it from a hook at the ceiling.

      He took my hands in his big, warm ones and looked down at me. His hands trembled.

      "What is all this?" My heart felt like it had grown three sizes, my chest tight and my emotions about to burst and overflow.

      Hank's throat bobbed and his deep blue eyes searched my face. "We've been banished here, to the Badlands, and I've lost my title and my home, and I've been struggling to feel like I have anything left to offer you."

      I frowned. "Uh… you're scaring me."

      He smiled and shook his head. "Sorry. I'm nervous."

      Nervous? I lifted a brow. I wasn't sure I'd ever seen Hank nervous before.

      "But I think this time at the beach and hearing Miss Sara's story has made me realize that even someone who goes from rags to riches, or in my case"—he grinned—"riches to rags, is still the same person inside. I'm still me, and you're still you."

      He squeezed my hands.

      "And in fact, when we first met and almost had our first kiss in this pantry—"

      Heat rushed to my cheeks and I grinned up at him.

      "I was wearing a disguise."

      "And a bloody bad one at that!"

      I looked over my shoulder. Horace's voice carried through the thin fabric of the tent. "As a fellow swallow I'm ashamed. It's a testament to your family's dislike of you that all it took was a crooked nose and a pointed chin for them not to recognize you."

      I bit my lip and looked up at Hank to gauge his reaction. He pressed his eyes shut for a moment, but the corner of his mouth tugged into a grin. He looked down at me again. "But it didn't matter. You saw right through me."

      "Psh. Like it was hard," Iggy muttered above us.

      Hank licked his lips. "And even though I entered the competition determined to keep to myself, lest anyone discover who I was, you drew me out—I couldn't help myself."

      Ooh. Some of those emotions were starting to overflow. Tears tracked down my cheeks.

      "You muddled my head until I ruined my bakes." He grinned. "Yes, I blame you."

      I smiled through my tears.

      "I blame your lack of focus," Rhonda chimed in from outside. "You should have been watching your bowl, not the hot number in front of you. Ow ow!"

      "Guys!" Hank pinched the bridge of his nose, then looked up and called to everyone outside. "I'm trying to propose here."

      "Oh sea snakes!" My legs buckled, and Hank dove forward to catch me. He hauled me back up and I clutched his arms, gaping up at him. "You're proposing?"

      "Not the quickest whisk in the kitchen, are you?" came Iggy's voice from overhead.

      But I only had eyes for Hank.

      He grinned. "You okay if I let go?"

      I nodded, though I wasn't entirely sure that was true. He released me and dropped to one knee, pulling a small black box from his pants pocket. I pressed my hands to my mouth. Bits of dried flower petals stuck in his dark hair. "I've been wanting to propose for a long time now—"

      "But you were engaged to someone else for a while?" Iggy sniped.

      "Shut it!" I gasped.

      A flock of startled birds cried out and took flight outside the tent, their wings flapping loudly. Oops. Maybe I'd overdone it a little there.

      Hank chuckled. "I know this might not be the right time, but I don't know how much longer we'll be here. And honestly, I don't much care where I am, as long as you're with me." He opened the box to reveal a glittery ring inside. "Imogen Banks, you are the funniest, brightest, and bravest person I've ever met. You see the truth of things, even when I'm too hardheaded to. And I want to be right by your side, always. You have made me a better, happier human, and if you will do me the great honor of marrying me, I will strive, every day, to do the same for you. I will be your partner in every adventure, from battling monsters to perfecting that blueberry pancake recipe. Whatever life throws our way, or more likely, whatever trouble you drag us into"—he winked—"I want to be right in the thick of it with you. Imogen, I love you. I loved you before and I love you now and when I'm old and wrinkly, I'll still love you. Will you be my wife?"

      I sobbed and tears poured down my face. I nodded and managed to gasp, "Yes." It felt so strange, him kneeling down there. I grabbed his arms, dragged him to his feet, and looked up into his beaming face. I'd never seen him smile so wide. I pulled his face to mine and kissed him. And as he wrapped his arms around me, I'd never felt lighter. My whole body tingled with joy.

      When I opened my eyes and pulled back from him, I found that his cheeks were as wet with tears as mine were.

      "Oh!" I looked around. The tent was gone, and Iggy hung from the branch of a cherry tree. It had all just been a magical illusion cast by my friends, new and old, working together.

      Maple rushed up to me and threw her arms around me. We spun together while Wiley shook Hank's hand.

      "Congratulations, man!"

      "Let's see the ring," Annie gushed as she strode up to me.

      Oh, yeah. I hadn't put it on yet.

      "Oops." Cheeks pink, Hank pulled the ring from the dark box and slid it onto my finger. My friends gathered around and clapped and cheered. Annie grabbed my hand, and she, Rhonda, and Fumi pored over the ring.

      "Ooh. Sparkly." Rhonda winked at me.

      I looked down at it. It suited me perfectly. A simple gold band with an oval-cut diamond. Pretty and simple. As I looked closer, a green light swirled through the stone, followed by another. Huh. Never seen a diamond do that before. I looked up at Hank, a question in my eyes.

      He grinned, his eyes bright and face flushed with happiness. "The favor I asked of your brother? Well, I meant to just ask him to come and be a part of the proposal. I intended to ask you the day we got back from Umiru."

      I lifted my brows as I looked from Hank to Horace, who now stood beside me. My chin trembled as I fought back tears. Hank had put aside his misgivings about Horace and invited him to be here—because he knew that's what I'd want. "Thank you," I murmured. Though I suspected those misgivings were diminishing anyway.

      "But he was kind enough to offer something else." Hank nodded toward my brother.

      Horace cleared his throat and took my hand in his, turning the ring this way and that, to catch the light of the paper lanterns strung from tree to tree overhead through the garden. More colorful magic swirled in the stone's depths. "I offered to make your ring."

      I gasped. "You made this—for me?"

      Horace nodded. "And it's not actually diamond—just worthless glass."

      I shook my head. "I don't care—you made it. I love it."

      He tilted his head to the side, a smirk playing at his full lips. "Though, it is made from enchanted mirror glass. A shard from one of our mother's original mirrors, as it happens."

      I broke down in tears so heavy that it was a full minute before I could speak again. And poor Horace had to endure the hug of his life while I sobbed against his chest. "Every—one's—just being—so wonder—ful," I stammered between sobs. A ring made by my brother from our mother's glass. It meant so much to me that every time I thought of it, I broke down again.

      Finally I pulled myself together enough to speak. Hank came and stood beside me, his arm around my waist. "I just—I don't what to say. I feel like the luckiest witch in the world. I have the best friends I could ever hope for, and I'm marrying my best friend—"

      "Ahem." Iggy still hung from the cherry tree branch.

      "Who's not a flame," I corrected. "And this is the happiest night of my life." I turned to Hank and buried my face against his chest and sobbed again. He wrapped his arms around me and rubbed my back.

      "Gee, I can tell," Iggy muttered.

      Hank lent me the soft sleeve of his shirt to wipe my eyes, and I finally pulled myself together. Jiji and Fumi magically whisked champagne and glasses from inside, and we celebrated in the garden.

      Wiley threw his arm around Maple and lifted his glass into the air. "To Imogen and Hank!"

      "To Imogen and Hank!" my friends chorused.

      Hank cleared his throat. "I uh—I have one more announcement to make."

      I looked up at him, eyebrows lifted.

      He winced and lowered his voice. "And I truly hope you'll like it."

      "Huh?"
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      He raised his voice again and addressed the whole party. "It seems that we are going to be here, in Kusuri, as least for the foreseeable future."

      It was true. I'd spent so many weeks sure that if we just found Horace, he'd have mirrors that could get us off the island. At first, I'd been crushed to hear there weren't any and that we couldn't go back and fight to bring King Roch to justice alongside Amelia and K'ree and Shaday and all our friends.

      But over the last few days, the future had started to look brighter. The island was beautiful, and Misaki and her friends and family had been so kind and welcoming. And in a way, it was a relief to know we were here on the island until someone came and found us. I felt like mentally I'd left limbo and was ready to live in the present and build a life here—in Kusuri. I reached over and took Hank's hand. And I had someone I really loved to build it with.

      He squeezed my hand gently, then turned to our friends. "Thank you, Jiji and Misaki and Fumi. You have been wonderfully kind and generous to allow us to live with you all these months, but we cannot impose on you forever."

      Jiji winked at him. "Don't keep them in suspense."

      Did she know what he was going to say already?

      "I thought—I thought it would be good for us to have our own place to live and to have our own jobs."

      Annie planted her hands on her hips. "Where is this going, dear?"

      Hank winced. "I uh—I bought us a house. Well—"

      "What?" I gasped.

      Maple bounced and clapped her hands. "Our own kitchen!"

      Jiji shot her a look.

      "Ssso exxxciting."

      Kenta nudged Sam's shoulder with his own.

      "Well, I should clarify." Hank held up a finger until everyone quieted down. "I was going to buy the house, but Jiji and the rest of the council generously gifted it to us instead." Hank plastered on a wide grin.

      Rhonda blinked. "They gave us a house?"

      "Yes. Seems rather exorbitant." Francis narrowed his dark eyes.

      "It's in need of some repairs…."

      Wiley's eyes widened. "What house, Hank? What house?"

      Hank's throat bobbed and he inched back as everyone's eyes fixed on him.

      Jiji chuckled. "The run-down one."

      I gasped. "You bought the haunted house?"

      Hank scrunched up his nose. "Technically I didn't buy it—"

      "And technically we have to share it with the dark spirits that roam through it at night!" Iggy shouted.

      Maple shook her head, her expression crestfallen. "No. Any house but that house…."

      Hank held up his big hands. "Doing work for Jun's parents, I've been able to save up some money, and since I didn't have to spend it on the property, we can use it to fix the place up. It'll take some elbow grease—"

      "And seances," Iggy added.

      "But we can really make it our own." He nodded. "I thought we could turn it into a bakery-slash-baking school."

      I grinned, starting to warm (slightly) to the idea. "Like you always dreamed of."

      He nodded and looked down at me. "But only if you want, too. If everyone does." He looked up. "Sorry, I probably should have run this by all of you, but—I wanted it to be surprise."

      "Oh." Annie folded her arms. "It's a surprise."

      Iggy cackled.

      Hank looked down at me, his face pinched. "I messed up, didn't I?" He sighed. "I'm sorry. I wanted tonight to be perfect."

      I squeezed his arm. "Hey."

      His eyes met mine.

      "I'll admit it's not what I would ever have expected… but you bought me a house." I bit my lip. "A house for me and you and all my friends and a chance to run our own bakery again." I couldn't hold back my smile. "I love it. Well, I love the idea of it. The reality will probably be like one of the renovation nightmare shows on HGTV, but I'll just think about the idea of it tonight." I winked.

      Maple stepped forward. "I'll… I'll keep an open mind, Prince Ha—" She looked like she was fighting a demon for control of her body. "I mean, Hank."

      "Oh my goddess, she actually called you Hank." I patted his arm. "That's a good sign."

      Yann rubbed his hands together. "Eet'll be fun to use my woodworking skills."

      Francis nodded. "Yes. And it's probably got a dark and eerie attic. I call dibs."

      Hank grinned.

      "And I bet the houssse hasss lotsss of hidey holesss." Sam pushed his glasses up his nose as Kenta beside him shook his head, smiling.

      Annie crossed her arms. "All this haunted talk is probably nonsense, anyway. And if it's not, I don't stand for ghosts. I just tell them, you don't have to go home, but you can't stay here. Always does the trick."

      Hank looked around. "So… does that mean we're all in?"

      "Yeah, yeah, we're in," Iggy grumbled.

      "Cheers!" Hank held his glass aloft, and I clinked mine against it.

      The rest of the night passed happily in the glowing, enchanted garden, making plans for the future—both the home and the wedding. My lady friends practically had the whole thing planned, from the flowers in my bouquet to who'd sit by who, by the end of the night.

      At one point, Horace, tipsy on several glasses of champagne, launched into a speech about righting the horrible crimes of the tyrants of the kingdoms and making people pay.

      Annie sauntered up beside him, dessert in hand. "That's nice, dear. Would you like a cupcake?"

      He'd frowned down at her, eyes bleary. "Huh?"

      "A cupcake?" She'd smiled sweetly up at him until he took it, and with his mouth full, the rant stopped. Annie winked at me as she passed by.

      I moved off a little ways away from everyone, Iggy in his lantern dangling from my hand. I stood there, my arms wrapped around myself, and watched. Horace stood off, away from everyone else, until Fumi bounced over and danced around him, asking questions. Hank and Rhonda laughed together, while Yann and Annie swung from the wooden swings that hung from a thick cedar tree. Wiley and Maple slow danced to a tune he hummed, and Kenta and Sam strolled the garden, hand in hand, while Jun and Misaki arm wrestled. Jiji sat snoozing in a wooden chair, Cat and her cat, Rini, both snuggled in her lap. My chest felt tight—like there was too much happiness in there and it might just burst.

      I looked down at my hand, the magical mirror ring glittering in the light of Iggy's lantern.

      "Shouldn't you be, you know, with your fiancé?"

      I glanced at my little flame. "I just wanted to watch him for a moment. Watch everyone."

      "Alright, creeper."

      I grinned, but my smile quickly dropped. "Iggy. Are you happy for me?"

      He blinked at me. "Aren't you happy? What do you care what I think?"

      I took a shaky breath. "I am. I'm the happiest I've ever been and… I don't know… I think I feel a little guilty. Like, I shouldn't be this happy away from Bijou Mer. Who knows what Amelia's going through right now, or any of our friends?" I shook my head. "Mixed with all the happiness is a little fear too, you know? Like going to Umiru, right? I thought I was going to have this great vacation, bliss in paradise, and instead we get more dead bodies and murder." I sighed. "I'm kind of afraid to feel so happy—what if it all comes crumbling down?"

      The garden buzzed with glowing bugs and fairies, and the air smelled of jasmine and orange blossoms. Hank's laughter sounded from across the grass and I looked up to find Rhonda doing some weird crab walk. I grinned. His smile was so cute.

      "You know, Imogen, it might all come crashing down, but that doesn't mean you don't deserve to be happy. And you are—right now. So enjoy it." Iggy rolled his eyes. "And for what it's worth, yes, I'm happy for you, alright? Ugh." He curled his lip. "I can't believe you're making me get all gooshy with you, but yeah, Hank's a really good man, okay? It's not like you've had a perfect romance—"

      "As you like to remind me—"

      "But no one does." He threw his little flame arms up. "You've had a lot of hard times and you're still choosing each other. He's trying and you're trying and you two are still grossly in love with each other, so yes, I'm happy for you. And yeah, maybe Amelia and everyone are struggling right now, we don't know. But our being miserable doesn't help them, so all we can do is keep going and hope we'll see them again soon."

      Tears welled in my eyes for the umpteenth time tonight. I was surprised I had any moisture left in me. "Iggy. I love you, buddy. Will you be my flame of honor?"

      He grinned. "That's not even a thing, but sure."

      I plucked his lantern up and strode across the grass to Hank. He looked up, and the way he looked at me and really saw me lit me up inside. I felt like the baking tent, glowing from the inside out. I slid my arm around his waist, and he hugged me to him.

      "Hank?"

      "Yes?"

      "I'm really excited. Even for living in a haunted house… kind of." I grinned. "I'm just happy we're doing this together."

      He chuckled and lifted his hand to my face. He slid his thumb down my jaw and the side of my neck, his eyes on my lips. "I'm excited for doing some things together too."

      I waggled my brows as he put his lips to mine.

      Iggy made a noise. "I am right here."
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