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      I edged closer to the door. My feet padded on the thick carpet—quiet. I hardly dared to breathe. I wrapped one hand around the gold knob shaped like a sea shell, my stained linen apron clutched in the other. So close—almost out.

      “Imogen? You’re leaving us?” Queen Edith, Hank’s mother, looked up from the tiny dog in her lap. She’d been so occupied stuffing the pup’s round little body into a skintight miniature mermaid’s costume that I’d hoped to sneak out unnoticed. No such luck.

      “Uh, yes, your majesty.” I dipped into a quick curtsy. “I’m afraid I’m already late for my shift in the bakery.” Considering we started baking at the crack of dawn, that wasn’t entirely true. I’d already worked for a few hours, then sprinted to the queen’s lounging antechamber, which connected to the reposing room via the door in the back. I couldn’t have told you the difference between them, but when I made a joke about my embarrassment over almost reposing in the lounging room, no one laughed. Well, no one except for Emmaline, who tried her best to hide it.

      I sighed. None of Hank’s sisters-in-law or his mother ever laughed. The most they did was squint and titter behind their hands. Emmaline, married to Hank’s eldest brother, Cas, was the only tolerable one. Her lavender hair contrasted with the blue velvet chaise she sat on. It pained me to watch her futile efforts to make conversation with Hank’s mother. Queen Edith was more interested in the fat dog in her lap.

      I sighed and mentally shook myself. I wasn’t usually so negative, but lately I’d been spending a lot of time with these women at royal teas, luncheons, and gatherings like this one. The men were just as bad—I had no idea how Hank had turned out so wonderful, but I grinned as I thought of him. Even though I’d been seeing a lot more of him in the month or so since we’d been back from the Fire Kingdom, which I loved, it was constantly in the company of his family. Which I did not love.

      CRASH! I jumped as a vase toppled off the side table and shattered. Servants stationed around the room rushed forward. One scooped up the shards, another righted the table, and a couple more soothed the crying children who’d knocked it over in the first place.

      “Brook.” One of the princesses stifled a yawn behind her hand and peered over the back of the sofa she lay splayed out on. “What did I say about breaking vases?”

      The little boy answered with a shriek and sprinted across the room to tackle one of his cousins. His mother rolled her eyes and sank back into the plush cushions. “He has a lot of energy. It’s best to let it run its course.”

      I caught Emmaline’s eye and her lips curled up at the sides. She dipped her head and stared at the teacup in her lap to hide her grin.

      “Right, well, I’ve got to go, so….” I jabbed a thumb behind me and opened the door.

      Another one of the princesses popped a grape into her mouth, bit down, and then scrunched her face. “Eck.” She motioned a servant over and spat the half-chewed grape into his gloved hand. “It was sour.”

      I literally bit my tongue.

      She looked up at me and blew a blonde ringlet out of her face. “Imogen. How do you do it? I daresay I don’t know how you return to those dank, dark servants’ quarters of yours after experiencing the grandeur of all this.” She lifted her gloved arms and gestured about the room. I took it all in. Four princesses, plus the queen, lounged about on sofas and chaises, while over a dozen children screamed, cried with red, swollen faces, or used priceless heirlooms as weapons against each other.

      I shrugged and pressed my lips tight together. “It’s a struggle.”

      Emmaline choked on her tea.

      I stepped out the door and had nearly managed my escape when Hank’s mother lifted a finger. “Oh, Imogen.”

      I bowed my head to hide my grimace. “Yes, your majesty?”

      “When the girl comes up, do have her bring some of those delightful fruit tarts.”

      I nodded and edged out the door. Never mind that the “girl” would probably be me. When the latch clicked closed, I let out the breath I’d been holding. Free at last, free at last. I veered left, my heels clicking along the glittering mosaic tile floors as I speed-walked down the hallway. Chandeliers dangled high overhead and oil paintings and ornate vases decorated alcoves. I headed toward the door at the end of the hall, which was flush to the wall and nearly hidden. It led to the network of servants’ halls and quarters that allowed us to go to and fro without offending royal personages by having to see us.

      I threw my apron over my head and reached behind me to tie the waist straps. I hoped Sam had saved me some coffee. The green tea the queen served was not nearly strong enough to get me through the rest of the day. I sighed. I’d been needing a lot more caffeine these days. I felt like I was living a double life—mild-mannered bakery worker on one hand, and girlfriend to the prince on the other. And with royal dinners and banquets and balls, I’d been consistently up past my baker’s bedtime of 9:00 p.m. I stifled a yawn against the back of my hand as I stopped in front of the camouflaged door.

      As I reached forward the door flew open and a figure burst out and ran right into me.

      “Oof!” I stumbled back.

      Madeline L’Orange, the journalist I’d met in the Fire Kingdom, opened her dark eyes wide. She held a hand out to me, a notepad clutched in it, while her magical quill hovered next to her head. “Imogen? Well if it isn’t Bijou Mer’s Sweetheart’s sweetheart.” She shrugged her large leather bag higher on her shoulder. Countless papers stuck out of it at all angles. “Apologies. I need to watch where I’m going.” She grinned. “Maybe there’s a spell for that.”

      I pressed my lips together and gave her a nod. I liked Madeline, almost against my will. She’d goaded me into spilling a big secret, but I had to admire her drive and determination. Still, I didn’t feel like accidentally letting anything slip that would make it into the gossip column today.

      I’d been all over the papers lately, since Hank and I went public, and I wasn’t enjoying the newfound fame. I bit my lip. In fact, the last time we’d tried to all go out for happy hour at the Rusted Wreck, we’d been so swarmed by journalists that we’d been forced to leave. Maple and Wiley and all my friends claimed they didn’t mind, but even if that were true, I did.

      And that was the least of my problems. I still hadn’t told anyone about meeting with Horace in the Fire Kingdom and that I’d planned on leaving with him for the Badlands before he set a monster on the city. I swallowed. Iggy was still the only one who knew about it, and the more time that passed, the worse I felt about keeping this from my friends and Hank.

      Madeline turned as I moved past her. She chuckled. “You know, that was clever, back in Calloon. Telling me your own secret about Hank having a girlfriend. You really threw me off track.” She rolled her eyes. “Well, that and the wild goose chase Princess—my bad—Queen Shaday led me on.” She winked. “You’re quite the trickster.”

      “Uh, yeah.” I edged toward the entryway to the servants’ quarters, ready to escape to the bakery, but curiosity got the best of me. I turned back to Madeline, who shifted her enormous bag again. “How is Shaday, by the way? Any news from the Fire Kingdom? I mean, I hear all the official stuff, but, you know—what’s the word on the street?”

      Madeline’s almond-shaped eyes flashed and she tossed her long black hair over her shoulder. “Oh, the people love her. Well…” Madeline tipped her head side to side. “Most of them. She’s having some issues getting some of the tribes on board, and some are not happy with her decision to prosecute Ario Tuk for his part in the whole monster fiasco.” She sneered. “But if you ask me, she’s the best thing that ever happened to that kingdom.” She beamed. “She and Elke.”

      I grinned. “They are cute together.”

      Madeline arched a dark brow and her floating quill zipped to the pad of paper in her hand. “Care to make a statement about that?”

      My face fell. “No.”

      “No juicy gossip or stolen moments you care to share about the royal couple?” Madeline flashed me her most charming smile. “Or maybe you can dish about this rivalry between Princess Emmaline and the social queen bee from the Earth Kingdom, Louella Davenport?”

      I answered with a flat look.

      She shrugged and the quill hovered back beside her head and tucked behind her ear. “You know I have to try. Gossip sells, and I’ve got bills to pay while I work on my big piece.”

      “The uh, Carclaustra Prison piece you mentioned?”

      She scoffed. “Yeah. Not that I have much. Good luck getting access to records. No one’s even allowed in that place unless they work there.” She held up a hand. “And yes, before you even say it, I have tried to get a job undercover but my record precluded me.”

      I grinned. Obviously what I was about to suggest. Then I frowned. “You have a record?”

      “Let’s just say I got a little too wild at a human Mardi Gras party and may have violated some international magic treaties.” She slid closer. “But let me tell you who got the most beads of anyone on Bourbon Street.” She pointed both index fingers at herself. “This woman.”

      I squinted. “Good job?”

      She laughed. “I have hope, though. With Bernhardt finally dead already.” She stopped herself and bowed her head. “Sea rest his blackmailing, lecherous soul.”

      I tilted my head.

      “We might get a new warden who’s willing to provide more transparency.”

      I lifted a brow. “You’re thinking of Urs Volker?” He’d been the previous warden’s tough-as-nails second-in-command. “Isn’t he already warden?”

      She shook her head. “Temporary warden. The prison board’s still got to approve him.” She leaned close and spoke behind her hand, even though we were the only ones in the cavernous hallway. “Word is they may not vote for him.”

      I lifted my brows.

      “He’s the best qualified for the job.” She ticked his qualifications off on her fingers. “He’s a master of hand-to-hand combat, has military experience, knows the prison inside and out, and is one of the grimmest men I’ve ever met.” Her eyes lost focus. “It’s kind of hot actually.”

      I waited for her to say something but she just continued to stare off into space.

      “Madeline?”

      She shook herself. “Sorry.” Her pale cheeks flushed. “Got lost in a little daydream there. Guess I have a type.”

      “Prison wardens?” I frowned.

      “I had a weird childhood. Anyway, as qualified as he is, the board is concerned he’s not got the people skills. As warden he has to schmooze, drum up funding for the prison, rub elbows with the rich and royal.” She shrugged. “From what I can see, he’s much more principled than dirty ol’ Bernhardt, and if by some miracle the board actually approves him, I may finally get a chance to either confirm the rumors or at least influence some positive changes.”

      I gulped. “Rumors?”

      She shook her head. “The conditions are said to be horrendous. No one who goes in there ever gets out, and there’s no oversight. No one really knows what goes on in there, or how the prisoners are treated.”

      I shuddered. “Well, I’m glad you’re looking into it.” I shot her a small smile. “If anyone can dig something up, it’s you.”

      She winked again. “It’s why they call me the shovel.”

      “They do?”

      “No.”

      I lifted a hand. “Well, I’ve got to go. Good to see you.” And I actually meant it.

      She waved back with the notepad still clutched in her palm. “Wish me luck. I’ve got to do a fluff piece on little Timmy, or is Willy? I don’t know, one of those kids’ birthdays.”

      I grimaced. “Good luck. I think it’s Willy, and be careful not to get too close. He’s a biter.”

      She let out a heavy sigh and took off toward the lounging antechamber, while I stepped into the much humbler servants’ hallway. I jogged down the narrow, darkly lit space. Muffled voices sounded through the walls every now and then. A few weeks ago K’ree had tearfully announced that she was leaving us to return to the Fire Kingdom. She’d left in the first place because as a woman, she hadn’t had many opportunities, but with Shaday in charge, she now wanted to be a part of the exciting new changes to her home kingdom. Plus, she missed her family.

      I’d understood, we all had, but I still missed her every day. And it left us short-staffed. And with me running out nearly every day for some royal appointment, it made it even worse. My stomach turned with guilt at my friends having to work extra hard to make up for my slack. I picked up my pace and dodged a couple of maids hurrying past with buckets. After some twists and turns, I left the servants’ hall and stopped before the arched double doors to the bakery.

      One swung open and I gasped in delight as Hank strode out. He turned his head my way and his face lit up with a giant smile when he saw me.

      “I was just looking for you. Maple said you were with my mother.” He grew mock serious. “Are you still in one piece?”

      “Willy didn’t bite any of my fingers off, despite his best efforts, so yes.” I grinned as he wrapped his muscled arms around me and slid his hands around my lower back. I rose on tiptoe and kissed him. Something in the center of my chest tugged me even closer to him and I slid a fingertip over his collarbone. I pulled away, almost groggy. Seriously, how did he still make me feel this way every time we kissed?

      He blinked at me with glazed blue eyes. He shook himself and took my hands. “I’ve got to show you something.” He took a few strides, leading me toward the servants’ hallway I’d just left.

      I dug my heels in and brought us both to a stop. I slid my eyes to the bakery doors. “Hank. I really need to get back to work.” I bit my lip.

      “Maple said they were in a bit of a lull, so I don’t think they need you this moment. Trust me—you’re going to want to see this.” His eyes twinkled and he lifted his thick dark brows.

      I sighed and rolled my eyes in mock frustration. “Fine. But if Maple fires me—”

      He let out a deep laugh. “Maple? She’s not going to fire you.”

      I grinned and let him pull me forward. “She might.”
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      Hank pulled me gently behind him by the hand. He glanced over his broad shoulder at me every few steps. “You know how we searched the library for anything on swallows?”

      I nodded and grinned. I hadn’t seen him so animated in a long time. He gestured with his other hand and a pink flush spread up his throat and cheeks.

      “Well, that obviously led to nothing. But after what happened in the Fire Kingdom, I’ve been even more concerned about what Horace might do next. Oh, and I haven’t had a chance to tell you, but I got a message from Chuck, the pirate king. His men got back from their rum run for intel on the Badlands and they spotted quite a few buildings—so many they said it looked like a city. So apparently the Badlands Army is bigger than we thought.”

      My eyes dropped to my feet as my stomach clenched with guilt. I should tell Hank about meeting with my brother—about almost leaving with him. Even now, after he’d set a monster on the city, I still saw him as my brother. And as angry as I was with him, I wasn’t ready to completely write him off as a villain. But I didn’t think Hank would understand that. In fact, I feared Hank would see it as some sort of betrayal. I groaned inwardly. I had betrayed his trust.

      We ducked through a trapdoor. “Horace is a swallow, and so are we—it’d be good to know what we’re up against, and also more about our own strengths and weaknesses.” He glanced over his shoulder at me, grinning. “I was going about it all wrong. I thought I’d find the answers in a book, so that’s all I looked at.”

      My mouth twitched. “Nerd.”

      He scoffed and his mouth hung open in mock indignation. “That’s highly offensive.”

      I gave a quick curtsy. “I’m sorry. Prince Nerd.”

      His lips twisted as he fought a smile. He cleared his throat and forced a straight face. “I prefer Prince of the Nerds.”

      I laughed. “Of course you do.”

      “Anyway.” He lifted his brows significantly, and we continued on. “I tried something totally different this morning. I did a finding spell for information about swallows.” He glanced back at me and nodded.

      “Uh. Isn’t that the exact same thing you were doing?”

      He stopped and I paused behind him at a fork in the hallway. He looked right and left, then pointed left. “This way… I think.”

      I followed him up a winding stone staircase. I watched each step carefully as the gloom darkened around us. Cobwebs stretched thick around the ceiling and dust flew up with our footsteps. “Doesn’t look like anybody comes this way too often.” I coughed into the crook of my arm as a cloud of dust flew into my face.

      “Exactly. And you’re not giving your boyfriend enough credit.”

      “I’m not?”

      “No.” We came out on a stone landing with two wooden peaked doors and heavy iron rings. Hank moved past them. “We’re nearly there.” We headed down another hallway. Hank clicked his fingers and torches sprung to life in the sconces along the wall. We stopped in front of a heavy tapestry so covered in dust that all the woven colors appeared gray… and fuzzy. He turned to fully face me and a ball of light appeared in his palm. It illuminated his strong jaw and large straight nose. He grinned. “Before, I’d been looking for the word ‘swallow’. This time I looked for information about swallows.”

      I grinned. “Okay….”

      He reached a big hand up and brushed my bangs out of my eyes. “And this time I found something.”

      A little thrill of excitement zipped through me. “You did?”

      He nodded, his eyes sparkling from the glow of the light in his wide palm. “A hidden room, behind this tapestry. The spell led me here and—well, you just have to see.”

      I sucked in a shallow breath of air and nodded. Hank swept the tapestry to the side to reveal another peaked wooden door. I looked a question at him, and he nodded. “Go ahead.”

      I gulped and gripped the iron knob. I pushed and the door stuck. I pushed harder, and it lurched open with a creaky groan. A black darkness lurked beyond the opening. I changed my mind about leading the way and stepped to the side. I swept my arms at the door. “Boyfriends first.”

      Hank grinned and edged forward. He held the light in his hand overhead, and took my hand with his other one. He ducked into the doorway and I eased in behind him. Dark shadows and strange shapes loomed all around me. I squinted as my eyes adjusted to the dim light.

      “What is this place?” I coughed and pressed the back of my hand to my nose. A strong ammonia smell burned my nostrils.

      The light in Hank’s hand rose and split into four separate balls of cool light that spread to the corners of the room and grew, illuminating the whole space. I frowned as I turned and took it all in. Enormous cobwebs stretched across the stone corners of the room and over the multitude of boxes, tarps, and filing cabinets that cluttered nearly every inch of the room.

      My eyes slid to Hank’s face and I edged closer to him. Goose bumps prickled my bare arms from the cold damp that seemed to seep from the walls. “You brought me to the palace’s haunted attic?”

      Hank chuckled. “Imogen, we got rid of the ghosts ages ago.” He sobered. “Unless they found a way back in past the wards. They do sometimes break.”

      “Okay. I can’t tell if you’re joking or not.”

      He moved forward through the maze of junk and muttered to himself, “It was just over here, I think.”

      I stayed rooted in the same spot and glanced back at the door, which stood slightly ajar. “You’re joking, right? Hank? Does the palace have ghosts?”

      I hurried forward with goose bumps crawling up the back of my neck from a major case of the heebie-jeebies.

      “Here!”

      I jumped as Hank stepped in front of me suddenly, a brown file in his hand.

      “You okay?”

      “You nearly scared the—the bat guano out of me.” I straightened and gazed into Hank’s amused face. I snapped my fingers. “That’s what it smells like in here. Like that bat room in the library.” I beamed, proud of myself for identifying it. Then my smile fell. “Oh geez, that means there are bats in here, right?” I hunched my shoulders and shrunk against Hank.

      He chuckled. “If there are any bats, I’m sure they’re sleeping and won’t bother us.” His grin faltered. “I think.”

      I opened the file he held in his hands. “So this is what the spell led you to?”

      He nodded. “I looked at it enough to get the gist, then went to find you.”

      I frowned as I turned page after page. Whole paragraphs of text were blacked out, while other pages contained schematics and spreadsheets of numbers. “What is this?”

      Hank scooted closer. “As far as I can tell, it’s about a secret program—something to do with swallows.” He flipped through the thick stack of papers. “Now, I couldn’t find any mention of swallow, which is probably why my earlier spells never worked. I was searching for the word. But based on the finding spell, this has to be relevant.”

      “What are all these numbers? And drawings?”

      Hank shook his head and joined me in scanning the file. “Look. A date.”

      I squinted at the place he marked with his finger. “That was what—twenty years ago?”

      He nodded.

      Still breathing through my mouth, I moved to his other side. “You said there’s more?”

      He nodded and pointed. “It came from that filing cabinet.”

      Hank continued to pore over the file in his hands while I moved past tall bookcases draped in tarps. I shivered. If I were a ghost, this was exactly where I’d hang around waiting to freak people out. I stepped over a low trunk and reached the black, scratched metal filing cabinet. I opened a few squeaky drawers and peered inside at the stacks of papers. Nothing jumped out at me, but if this had information about swallows, it’d be more than we’d learned in months.

      I sighed. Not strictly true. Horace had told me that the swallow had been a monster with the power to heal. The creature chose to heal him and me after we’d been hurt in the monster attack that killed our parents and most of the village we’d lived in. And it was that healing that had given us our powers. I’d been just a baby at the time. I turned around and looked at Hank through the dim, dusty light.

      I sighed again. He’d gone to such lengths to find information. Meanwhile, I, his girlfriend who he saw every day, had more information than any of these files would probably contain. My stomach sank. I’d been telling myself that I hadn’t told him about that or meeting with Horace yet because we’d hardly had a moment alone. But here we were—alone. My eyes slid over to him. I had no excuse except for cowardice. I had to tell him now.

      “Hank?”

      He kept his head bowed over the papers in his hands.

      I cleared my throat and spoke louder. “Hank.”

      He glanced up.

      “I have to tell you something.” Nerves made me nauseous and I thought I might be sick. I sat down on the trunk behind me. But as soon as I did, a wave of dizziness coursed through me and the world turned. My head rolled.

      “Imogen!”

      I heard Hank, but barely, muffled. My vision blurred. I felt as though I’d stood up too fast.

      Suddenly I was on my feet with Hank’s arms wrapped around me, holding me steady. I blinked and caught my breath.

      “Are you all right?” His worried eyes searched my face.

      I nodded, which sent the world spinning again. I sank against him. After a few more breaths, I gradually felt more like myself.

      Hank stroked my hair. “I’m okay now. Really.”

      He let out the breath he’d been holding. “What happened?”

      I shook my head, careful not to shake it too much. I threw an arm behind me. “I sat down on that trunk, and—” I paused as I looked at it again. “Hold on.” I moved closer but stopped before I reached it as another wave of dizziness hit me. I stared at my own dim reflection in the black stone of the coffin-sized trunk. “Hank, is this—?”

      He stepped up beside me. “Looks like swallow’s mew.”

      I nodded. “What the swallow gate is made of?”

      “Exactly.” He stepped closer but swayed on his feet. I grabbed his thick arm to steady him. He glanced at me and raised his thick brows. “No wonder you felt ill.” We both turned back to the trunk. I’d had to pass through gates made of this material a few times. They were not moments I remembered fondly. This material was the only thing that could stop a swallow, as far as I knew. Unlike other magical folk, swallows like me, Hank, and Horace pulled our magical energy from sources outside ourselves, instead of generating it from within. The gate cut us off from those sources and all our senses. When I’d passed through the gates before, I’d gone blind and deaf, lost in silent blackness.

      “I didn’t know that just getting near it could make me ill.”

      Hank shook his head. “Me neither. I try to stay away from the stuff as much as possible.”

      I let out a shaky breath. It formed a little cloud of cold condensation in the chilly, damp air.

      “I could be wrong, but—I think the file we found is about the program that developed swallow’s mew.”

      I glanced at Hank’s pale face.

      His throat bobbed. “There’s a lot of German mixed in with the English words, so I’m not positive. But one of the schematics looks a lot like this—” He gestured at the stone box in front of us.

      “A coffin?”

      Hank gave a tight nod. “I tried a few spells just now to reveal the blacked-out text, but it’s sealed with powerful magic. Someone really wanted this kept secret.”

      I shivered.

      Hank tucked the file under his arm and rubbed his wrist as he stared at the large box. “What do you think is inside it?”

      I edged back. “Nothing good. Probably a cursed mummy or something.” I let out a dry laugh. “But for real.”

      Hank lifted his palms at the box. He cast me an apologetic look, his brows lifted and eyes squinted. “I’m sorry, but I need to know.”

      I gulped. I’d been about to tell him about Horace and the swallow before I’d nearly fainted. “Look, Hank. You don’t need to go searching in weird boxes, I’ve been trying to tell you, for weeks actually that—”

      A whoosh of cold air blew my bangs out of my face and ruffled the short sleeves of my blouse. A loud thunk made me jump. I peeled my eyes open. Hank stood frozen over the box, his palms still outstretched. The heavy stone lid of the box lay askew, slid to the side.

      “Hank?”

      He whirled on me, the whites showing all around his eyes. “Don’t—”

      But it was too late. I’d stepped forward and now stared down into the shiny black box. Inside, a skeleton lay curled on its side. Tatters of clothes dripped from its bones and its jaw hung open in a silent scream.

      I opened my mouth and let out a not-so-silent one.
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      “Snakes.” I pressed my hands to my mouth as goose bumps prickled my arms.

      Hank stepped over some boxes to stand beside me. He wrapped his free arm around my shoulders, the file still tucked under his other one. “Sorry. I didn’t want you to have to see that.”

      I let out a shaky breath. “It’s all right. I’ve seen worse.” A woman cut in half with a saw, a dead mermaid in a fishing net, a guy drowned in a cauldron of punch…. “Heh.” My heart still pounded in my chest, but I tried for a light tone. “This is nothing.”

      A scuffle sounded from behind us and I shrieked and clutched Hank’s arm. My chest heaved as we listened hard.

      “Probably just a rat.” Hank’s wide eyes darted to mine. “Right?”

      “If it’s a rat, why are we whispering?”

      We stood still, ears pricked. Tarps hung all around us, looking just like ghosts. And here we were, alone, in a forgotten attic room and having told no one where we had gone. My breaths grew quicker and shallower. “This is bad. This is really bad. It’s like we’re in a Goosebumps novel.”

      Hank arched a brow.

      I shook my head and dug my fingers harder into his arm. “Human thing, but trust me, it isn’t good.”

      He squared his shoulders and cleared his throat. “This is— I’m being ridiculous.” He shook himself. “For all we know, it’s a, uh—it’s a, uh—”

      “A human skeleton hidden in a box in a room where no one was ever supposed to find it?”

      Hank’s throat bobbed. “Yeah, that is probably what that is.” He nodded to himself. “I’m going to look again.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, sure, okay—but why?”

      He squeezed my shoulder and gave me a small grin. “I’m taking a page from my sleuth girlfriend.” He shrugged. “Maybe there’s some clue as to who this is, or why they’re here.”

      I took a deep breath and blew it out. “All right. Let’s do this.”

      He looked my face over carefully. “You sure?”

      I lifted my chin and took his hand. “Yeah. If we do it together.”

      His lips quirked into a smile and we stepped over some piles of junk, hand in hand, toward the skeleton in the box. I stayed as far away as I could and leaned forward on my toes. It was a full-sized skeleton, an adult, and it looked like the person had been dead quite some time. The white bones lay in a clean pile, aside from the fragments of clothing. I frowned and pointed. “What’s that?” Something glinted in the dim light.

      Hank eased forward and peered into the box. “Huh.” He leaned over the skeleton and I shivered as he reached in. Brave man. Not only because of the swallow’s mew, but to reach in next to a body like that. He swayed a bit as his arm neared the enchanted black stone and I clutched him harder to steady him. He pressed his eyes shut tight and took a few shaky breaths, but he managed to stay on his feet as he pulled out something small and round.  He held it up so we could both see.

      “A ring.” I moved closer and examined the golden circle.

      Hank turned the smooth band over in his fingers. “There’s an engraving on the inside.”

      I squinted and read. “C. R.”

      Hank dropped the ring and staggered back a step. It landed on the stone floor with a ping as I reached for his arm.

      “Hank?”

      His face had lost all color and his chest heaved as though he might be sick.

      “Hey, are you okay?” I grabbed both his thick wrists and looked up into his wan face. “Is it the swallow’s mew?” I glanced toward the black box.

      Hank shook his head. His chest heaved a few more times and he blinked rapidly before he could answer. “I know who this is—who this was.”

      “You do?” My heart sank.

      He shook his head and looked down at the pile of bones in the box. “My old mentor, Colin Row. That was his ring. I asked him about it once. He said it was fake gold, but he loved it because his mother gave it to him. She had it engraved with his initials.” Hank dragged a hand over his mouth, his eyes glassy.

      I let out a whimper of sympathy. “The mentor who taught you how to use your swallow powers?”

      Hank gave a tight nod, though his eyes never left the body. “He was the only swallow I’d ever known before I met you. He—he saved me. I was out of control and no one could help, but he did. He was like family. And then one day he just disappeared.” Hank let out a shaky breath. “Oh goddess. How did he end up in here? How long has he been here?”

      As Hank paced the room between towering piles of forgotten objects, I folded my arms around myself. How terrible. Had Colin been dead when he was placed in the box? Or had he gone in alive? I shuddered, the horror of dying in a box made of swallow’s mew too much to contemplate. Alone, deaf, and lost in darkness.

      I needed to leave this room. “Hank, can we—”

      I stopped midsentence as the rough scrape of the door opening across the stone floor cut me off. Hank turned to me, eyes wide. I held my breath and listened. Footsteps scuffed on the stone floor, here, in the room with us, somewhere on the other side of the file cabinets, wardrobes, and tarp-covered furniture that cluttered the space. Icy fear flooded my stomach. Hank stepped quickly around a dusty wooden barrel and took my hand.

      “Okay,” he mouthed.

      I gave a tight nod. With the file still tucked under one arm, Hank led the way through the maze, the footsteps growing louder, nearer. Who had entered the room? Why weren’t they speaking? Did they know we were here? I winced as I realized Hank’s glowing orbs of light still illuminated the room enough for us to see by. Of course whoever, or whatever, it was knew someone was here. I jumped as a pile of junk clattered to the floor somewhere behind us. We picked up the pace as we snuck toward the door. I squeezed Hank’s hand, tight in my own. My panting breaths sounded loud to me in the near silence.

      Finally, the door came into sight around a pile of old newspapers stacked nearly to the stone ceiling. Warm relief flooded through me and I let out a shaky sigh. But Hank slowed, then paused. He turned to me, his brows drawn together. He leaned close and whispered, “This is my home, yours too. Why are we sneaking out? We have a right to be here.” He gulped. “Maybe we should see who’s here? Maybe they know something about how Colin ended up… ended up in that box.”

      Was he crazy? My eyes widened and I leaned back to look Hank in the face. “Maybe they’re the reason Colin ended up in that box.”

      He blinked and shook himself. “I’m sorry. You’re right, let’s go.”

      I sighed. “Well… now I’m curious.”

      He grinned at me and I rolled my eyes, but couldn’t help but grin back. When had I become so nosy? Something about curiosity and cats crossed my mind, but I shoved the thought away. “Okay, is there some way we could make ourselves hidden and try to catch sight of—”

      I shrieked as all the lights snuffed out, leaving us in pitch blackness. High-pitched squeaks filled the air, along with the whoosh of hundreds of wings.

      “Bats!” I screamed again and ducked as they winged overhead. Hank grabbed my arm and dragged me toward the outline of the door, barely visible as a slightly lighter patch in the blackness. “I knew I smelled bats!” I’d never been less pleased to be right.

      We burst through the heavy tapestry into the lighted hallway. Hank and I whirled and pulled the heavy door shut behind us. Wings and little claws scratched at the other side of the door. Hank and I exchanged horrified looks.

      “Bats weren’t the only thing in there.” His throat bobbed.

      I panted for a moment before I could speak. “Run?” My chest heaved as I struggled to get a breath.

      He gave a tight nod and we sprinted down the hall, hand in hand, down the winding staircase, and didn’t stop running until we reached Hank’s room in the royal wing.
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      I sat on the edge of Hank’s tall bed and kicked my feet as he paced up and down the room. It didn’t take long—he only got a few strides in each direction. Some of that was Hank’s long legs, but mostly it was because he had a surprisingly small room.

      I remembered the first time I’d seen it, I’d been shocked at how simple it was. Hank said he’d chosen it—preferred its coziness over the bigger, grander rooms his brothers occupied. I glanced to my left at the exposed stone wall. That, and the view didn’t hurt. I stood and pulled back the blue velvet curtains that blocked nearly all the light and let some sunshine in. I then unlatched the leaded windows and pushed the glass open. I took a deep breath of salty sea air and closed my eyes as I listened to the crash of the waves on the rocks hundreds of feet below at the base of the cliff. Seagulls cawed, and a cool breeze rustled the curtains and my bangs.

      I let out a happy sigh and turned to Hank. “That’s better.”

      He didn’t answer, but continued to pace, a deep furrow between his brows. He made another pass and glanced at the file that lay open on the bed, the papers inside strewn everywhere. He came to a sudden stop and turned to me. I lifted a brow in question.

      “Colin was like a big brother to me.” He grinned. “Well, not like my big brothers.”

      “They’re terrible, agreed.” I nodded and grinned back.

      Hank’s smile dropped. “I could tell Colin everything. He didn’t mock me when he found out I was missing lessons because I was sneaking down to the bakery—he encouraged me to keep going and worked out a deal with Nan where she’d teach me.” He shoved his hands in the pockets of his chinos. “He taught me everything I know. I wouldn’t be the person I am today without him.”

      “Well, then, I am very grateful to Colin.” I moved past Hank’s worn leather reading chair and the stack of books on the table beside it to stand in front of him.

      “He just—he had this way of appreciating the little things. It’s like, he didn’t take anything for granted.” He chuckled. “It used to drive me nuts sometimes. He’d take forever to eat, for example.”

      I grinned and arched a brow.

      “He’d take a bite, close his eyes, and just savor his food. I was about eight, I think, when he came to the palace. And I was so annoyed because I’d want to go play or run around, and would wolf my food down. But not Colin. Every bite was something to appreciate. And my mother insisted I mind my manners and wait until he was finished before I left the table.” He laughed. “It was torture.”

      I grinned. “He sounds like a good guy.”

      Hank nodded and his blue eyes darted to my face. “He was. He was always there for me. I mean, it was his job to mentor me, but… but I never felt like an obligation.” He sighed. “And I never felt like he was afraid of me.” His throat bobbed.

      “Afraid of you?” I chuckled. “Why would anyone be afraid of you?”

      He cleared his throat. “I don’t really remember much of my early childhood—it’s all kind of fuzzy.”

      I frowned.

      “But everyone tells me I was out of control—dangerous even, with my magic.”

      “You were a kid and you didn’t know how to manage your powers.” I searched his face but he kept his eyes down.

      “No one had met a swallow before, Imogen. They didn’t understand why I couldn’t learn the way they learned. They didn’t understand how I had so much magical power.” He shrugged his broad shoulders. “I think it scared people. I think I scared my family.”

      “Oh.” I pressed a hand to my heart, then grabbed Hank’s arm. “That’s—what a terrible way to feel. Do you really think they felt that way?”

      He looked up at me, his eyes glassy. He shrugged again. “Anytime it gets brought up….” He shook his head. “No one ever talks about me and the way I was before Colin came. It’s like this big family secret, or something.”

      I stepped closer. “Well… I always did have a thing for bad boys.”

      He chuckled. “I’m serious.”

      “I know.” I slid up against him and wrapped my arms around his middle. He leaned his head against mine. “But it’s not like you actually hurt anyone or anything. You shouldn’t feel bad—you were just a kid.”

      He let out a sigh. “You’re right.” He hugged me tighter. “How are you always right?”

      I grinned and snuggled against his chest. “I’m actually wrong, quite often.”

      He clicked his tongue. “I don’t believe you.”

      I grimaced. “Well… I have falsely accused quite a few people of committing murder.”

      “Just a few trivial things.” He laughed and leaned down. He pressed his lips against mine and I wrapped myself tighter around him. A wave of want flooded through me and I became conspicuously aware of the bed right beside us. After a few wonderful moments, I pulled away from the kiss. It took me a moment to come back to my senses.

      I pressed a hand against his chest. “Look, I don’t want to bring up tough memories, but… I feel like we should probably focus on the body we found upstairs.”

      Hank shook himself. “Right.”

      “What happened to Colin? You said he left suddenly? That seems strange for a guy who sounded pretty contented.” I bit my lip.

      “Colin lived here at the palace for… about six years, I suppose. I was about fourteen, almost fifteen when he just disappeared one day.” He shrugged. “He’d taught me quite a lot, and I had the hang of my powers, but we still worked together every day. It was sudden and shocking and—” He shook his head, his eyes glassy again. “I felt abandoned. I couldn’t understand it.”

      I frowned. “He didn’t give you any notice or explanation?”

      His throat bobbed and he stared to the side at the papers strewn all over his bed. “Nothing. I was desperate to find him.” His lips pulled to the side in a wry grin. “So desperate I actually went to my father.” He let out a humorless chuckle. “I tried to stay under the radar with my father as much as possible, so to actually seek him out to speak to him, was… well, it was a really big deal to me. I remember I found him in his study, behind his enormous, heavy desk speaking with his advisers. I interrupted—” His eyes darted to mine. “Again, very unlike teenage me, and asked if he knew what had happened to Colin. I think part of me thought he’d fired him or banished him or something.” His eyes dropped back to the bed.

      “So… what did your dad say?” I squeezed Hank’s arm.

      He blinked a few times and cleared his throat. “He said—he said Colin had left. And when I pushed him for more information, he told me to leave. But I wouldn’t, until finally he barked at me that Colin had tired of being my mentor, that he wanted his own life, and so he’d quit. I asked him where he went, and he screamed at me to get out.”

      “Hank.” I didn’t know what to say. How horrible for a kid to be treated that way, especially when he was clearly hurting. I took Hank’s hand in both of mine and rubbed the back of it.

      He cleared his throat and his voice came out tight. “I didn’t stop asking. Every day, for weeks, I went to my father, my mother, the advisers—basically any adult I could find, and asked where Colin had gone. I was angry with him—and hurt—but I told myself I was only angry. I told myself I wanted to know where he was so I could find him and tell him what a jerk he’d been for leaving me like that.” Hank shrugged and looked up at me, a sad smile on his face. “I just missed him. I just wanted to know where he was, and if he was okay, and what I’d done to make him leave.”

      Tears welled up in my eyes. “That’s horrible. I’m sure you didn’t do anything.”

      He gave me a tight-lipped smile. “Well, I kept asking and asking and it started happening again.”

      “What?”

      He shook his head. “The outbursts. I started losing my grip on my powers. I’d snap at little things.”

      I cocked my head to the side. “You were a teenager. That’s pretty normal. In high school, I once threw a book through a wall, I got so mad at my adopted sister.”

      Hank laughed. “What? You?”

      I nodded, my face flushing warm. “I mean, I meant to throw it at the wall—I was pretty horrified when it actually went through it.”

      “Sounds like your home needed better walls.”

      I lifted my palms. “Right?”

      He narrowed his eyes, still grinning. “So what did she do? Your adopted sister?”

      I rolled my eyes at myself. “She borrowed a top without asking and stained it.”

      Hank’s eyes flashed.

      “I know, I know—stupid stuff.” I muttered to myself, “Though it was brand new and I’d saved up for it.”

      Hank chuckled.

      “But that’s my point—teenagers do stupid stuff. They lose their cool.”

      He sobered, his eyes downcast. “I lit the royal forest on fire.”

      My eyes widened before I could control my reaction. “What’d those trees ever do to you?”

      His shoulders slumped.

      “I’m sorry, I was just teasing.”

      He shook his head. “I know. It’s just—I love the forest. I couldn’t control myself when I got really upset. And that wasn’t the only incident.” He paced again, talking with his hands. “I snapped the dining hall table in two.”

      I gaped. “That thing’s like a hundred feet long.”

      He nodded. “I know, and about six inches thick. I snapped it like a twig while my family was eating together. No one could tell me what happened to Colin, and I just—lost it.” He threw his hands up and stopped in front of me. “I’m sure I scared them, because I scared myself.”

      I gulped. “What happened?”

      He walked to his closet. The light wooden closet doors took up an entire wall of his room. He opened one, revealing some leather belts hanging from the inside of the door and a rack laden with button-up shirts and tees. He rose on his toes to reach the highest shelf above the clothing, shoved a few hats out of the way, and retrieved a wooden box. He brought it over to the bed. We both sat on the white comforter, away from the file papers, and he set the box between us. He muttered a few words of a spell and the lid slid off. A few birthday cards and photographs lay inside, nestled among lots of postcards. I lifted a photo and looked at the grinning, skinny boy with dark hair and sparkling blue eyes.

      “Is this you?” I grinned up at Hank.

      Color flushed his cheeks. “Yeah.”

      “You were such a cute little boy.” I bit my lip.

      Hank pointed with a long finger. “And that’s Colin.”

      The young man, I guessed he was in his late thirties, stood with his arm around Hank’s shoulders. Colin had dark hair, shaved on the sides and slicked back on the top. His pointy ears stood out from his head and he smiled a lopsided grin.

      “Aw. He looks friendly… and kind.”

      Hank nodded. “He was.” He sighed. “He didn’t deserve to end up hidden away in a box.”

      I gulped. “We don’t know for sure that was Colin’s body. Maybe it was just his ring?”

      “I had the same thought earlier.” Hank gently took the picture from me and looked at it. “He always wore that ring, though. He never took it off, except that once, to let me look at it. And why would anyone go to the trouble of setting a body up to look like it was Colin’s, only to hide it so thoroughly?”

      I blew out a heavy breath. “Yeah. You’re right.”

      Hank set the photograph down on the bed and rummaged around in the shoe-box-sized container. He pulled out a stack of postcards tied together with red and white bakers twine. He handed the stack to me. “About the time I started losing control again, postcards from Colin started showing up.”

      “Really?” I undid the twine and flipped through the postcards. The first had a glossy image of hot air balloons linked by rope bridges and a printed message that read, Hi, from the sky. I flipped to the back. Small, neat handwriting covered the left-hand side of the card in a few level lines.

      Dear Harry,

      Please forgive my very sudden absence—I realize it must be such an inconvenience to you, and especially your parents. I am traveling the world and having such a grand time, you needn’t worry about me a bit. I hope you will forgive this terribly selfish act of mine, abandoning you to follow my dreams of seeing it all, but I suppose I had to leave you someday. Remember all I’ve taught you, but forget about me… please.

      X Colin

      

      I frowned at the postcard and flipped it over again to look at the hot air balloons. Hank watched me, brows lifted.

      “The way you talk, Colin sounded thoughtful.”

      “He was.”

      I shook the postcard. “He doesn’t sound like it in this letter. It’s distant and flippant and—and strange. Did he mention wanting to travel to you before?”

      Hank shook his head. “Maybe—yes, I think so, a few times. But it didn’t seem urgent.” Hank frowned. “Plus, he went with my father on trips to the Air Kingdom fairly often.”

      I cocked my head. “Why?”

      “I can’t quite remember… my father had some errands for Colin to run, or something.”

      I furrowed my brow deeper as I flipped through the other postcards. One featured a giant bear, another the dunes of the Fire Kingdom. And each had similarly sparse, vague messages. “If he wanted you to forget him, why did he keep writing?”

      Hank’s throat bobbed. “I don’t know. None of it made sense to me. After the first one, I felt such a mix of emotions. Relief and gratitude to know he was alive and thinking of me, but then anger and hurt—if he cared, why leave so suddenly? Why not give me any answers? I got worse for a while, more turbulent—I was positive I’d never hear from him again. But then the next letter came, and the next. It went on for nearly a year and then stopped as suddenly as it started. He just said he wouldn’t be writing anymore.”

      “And he never did?” My lip curled in indignation.

      Hank shook his head.

      My nostrils flared as an angry flush crept up my neck. “Well, if he wasn’t already dead, I’d hurt him for you.” I covered my mouth. “I’m sorry. Way too soon.”

      Hank smirked, but his smile quickly dropped as he stared at the postcards fanned out on the comforter between us.

      I sighed as I watched Hank’s downcast face, and had a thought. “You said these don’t sound like him. This might be crazy, but… are you sure he wrote them?”

      Hank picked up a card and looked at the script. “I wondered the same thing back then. But… it’s his handwriting.”

      I blew out a breath. “Well, I guess that’s pretty concrete then. Maybe he wrote them under duress? Like someone kidnapped him or something?”

      He shook his head, a sad grin playing at the corners of his mouth. “Thanks for trying. Believe me, I’ve thought up even crazier ideas. But if he were kidnapped, why would someone go to the trouble of getting postcards from all over the kingdoms and sending me letters?” He let out a dry chuckle. “And even the handwriting thing—someone could have stolen his quill, but again—why bother?”

      I lifted my brows. “Stolen his quill?”

      “Yeah.” His eyes searched my face. “Wait, you’ve never noticed?”

      I turned my head. “Noticed what?”

      “The enchanted quills, they have the handwriting of the person who owns them. So in theory, someone could have used his quill—but again, why go to such great lengths?”

      I folded my arms across my chest. “Huh. I never noticed that before you just said it. I guess my quill does have my handwriting.”

      He nodded. “So if he was traveling the world, when and how did he end up dead in that box in the palace attic?”

      I shrugged.

      A little crease formed between Hank’s thick brows. “Did he come back to see me?” His voice was so low I had to lean closer to make out his words. “Is that what got him killed?”

      I moved the box of keepsakes and slid up to sit next to Hank. I wrapped my arms around him. “I’m sure he cared about you. I don’t know why he left, but none of this is your fault—I guarantee it.”

      He reached up and squeezed my hand, which rested on his shoulder. He took a deep breath and as he exhaled he turned to me, his eyes wary. “I need to figure out what happened to Colin.”

      I nodded.

      “I can’t go to the police.”

      My brows lifted. Was a prince of the Water Kingdom suggesting we circumvent the law? I mean, I did it all the time, but Hank was a prince! “Why?” I lifted my eyes to the ceiling. “I mean, I know Inspector Bon is a total incompetent, but it wouldn’t hurt to have them look into it, right? Maybe one of his officers has some talent and common sense?”

      Hank shook his head. “I can’t go to them, because I don’t want my family to know—I don’t want anyone in the palace to know what we’re up to.”

      “Uh.” I lifted my brows. “What are we up to?”

      Hank bent one leg up on the bed, and turned to face me more fully. He took my hands in his. “Why was his body hidden in the palace? And who knew about the room—who entered while we were up there?” He swallowed, his eyes shining with intensity. “I’m starting to think someone in the palace may have killed Colin and, unable to sneak out his body, hid it. That person might still be here.”

      I shuddered and goose bumps prickled my arms. What a creepy thought.

      “Will you help me investigate Colin’s death?” Hank pressed his lips tight together and gazed at me, his eyes pleading. “Imogen—you’re the only person I trust anymore.”

      I held my breath for a moment as conflicting emotions raged inside me. I flushed with warmth and love, honored that Hank would trust me so implicitly. But guilt tightened my stomach and crawled about under my skin. I shifted uneasily and dropped my eyes from his face. He trusted me now—but would he still, if he knew how much I was keeping from him? I had to tell him.

      My eyes darted to his waiting face, his brows drawn up in the middle, eyes wide with worry and hope. I bit my lip, hard. But could I tell him now? He’d just opened up to me about Colin. He’d mentioned his mentor before, but never told me the full, sad story. He’d trusted Colin so long ago, only to be crushed by his sudden absence. And now he trusted me. If I told him I’d been in contact with Horace and had kept it from him for over a month, would I hurt him all over again? Not only that, but I’d been about to leave him suddenly, without warning… just like Colin.

      I jumped to my feet suddenly, and stood in front of Hank. I gripped his hands. “Yes. I will absolutely do whatever I can to help you figure out what happened to Colin, and to get him justice.”

      Hank smiled and let out a quiet breath. “Thank you.”

      I nodded down at him. “But at this moment, I am wildly late and need to get back to work in the bakery.” I gave him a little grin, though my stomach churned with guilt.

      He stared at my middle a moment, then pulled me closer and placed my hands around his neck. When he looked back up at me, he had a dark, mischievous glint in his eye. “You sure you have to leave?” His big hands slid around my waist and tugged at my apron ties.

      I groaned. “You’re making this difficult.”

      His lip curled back and he shot me a heavy look. “Good.”

      My knees wobbled and I was about a half second away from pushing him back on the bed and pouncing on him, when a high-pitched squeal sounded from under the pillows. I froze, then shrieked and jumped as the pillows rustled. Hank was on his feet in half a second. He whirled toward the sound and shot one arm out to protect me. I peeked out from around him, my mind whirring from trying to think of any defensive spells I knew. All that came to my panicked mind was a spell for sifting flour. Not helpful, brain!

      Chittering laughter sounded, and then Cat’s black face appeared beneath the pillow, grinning at us with his sharp-toothed Cheshire smile.

      I pressed a hand to my racing heart and leaned forward to thunk my head against Hank’s back. “That thing is going to give me a heart attack one of these days.”

      Hank groaned. “I’m sorry. I don’t know how he keeps getting in here.” He walked around the side of the bed and the little creature grinned up at him, still half-buried below the fluffy pillow. Hank glared sternly down at him and shook his finger. “Bad Cat.”

      I planted my hands on my hips and grinned. “Is that the best you’ve got?”

      Hank looked at me, his brows raised. “What do you mean? I’m scolding him.”

      I laughed. “You’re such a softie.” I sighed. “He’s gotten to you, too.”

      “What do you mean?” Hank laughed as the little monster leapt out and attached itself to his side. I cringed as it skittered around his body, spiraling upward till it perched on his head, like a gargoyle come to life with its leather bat wings fluttering to help him keep his balance.

      I folded my arms. “You can’t keep him.” Hank had watched Cat a few times for Maple and Wiley when they were too swamped baking for evening events, and once when they went on a date. The little creature had charmed Hank, but I wasn’t fooled.

      “Well, obviously. Cat is Maple and Wiley’s.” He grinned and clicked his tongue as Cat nibbled at his hair. “Hey there, little guy.” Hank shrugged. “But maybe Cat has a brother or sister—we could check the local shelter for—”

      I shook my head. “Over my dead body. Which, let’s be honest, wouldn’t be around for long because Cat or his sibling would probably eat it, bones and all, like those stories you hear of people whose cats eat their noses off.”

      Hank frowned. “I’ve never heard a story like that.”

      I lifted a brow. “Count yourself lucky. There are some newscasts I just can’t unsee.” I shuddered.

      Hank reached up to grab the teetering Cat, still perched on his head, but the little monster bit his finger.

      “Ow!” Hank shook his hand.

      “See?” I eased up to him, one wary eye on Cat, and gave him a quick kiss before darting out of the little creature’s range.

      “You’re not taking Cat back to Maple?”

      I shook my head. “Nah. I think you’ve got this.” I started to head out, but glanced back towards the postcards and keepsakes on the bed and paused. “Do you mind if I borrow a couple of these? Just to see if I can pick up on any clues?”

      Hank shook his head and Cat let out an ear-piercing screech as he nearly lost his balance. Hank winced. “Of course not, take as many as you like.”

      I grabbed a few postcards, but happened to glance at several of the open birthday cards as I did. I frowned. “Hank, these are all from Colin.”

      He let out a dry laugh and rubbed the back of his neck. Cat nipped at his fingers and he pulled his hand back. “Yeah. My family never remembered my birthday.”

      My jaw dropped. “That’s horrible.” Wait… when was his birthday? I looked at the date on the card. “Hank! Your birthday’s in a few days. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      He waved it off. “It’s not a big deal.”

      I clicked my tongue. “Yes, it is.”

      He shook his head. “It’s on Friday, the day we’re getting back from the Air Kingdom. Everyone’s going to be busy packing up and moving.”

      I planted a hand on my hip. “Well, we’ll celebrate that night here in Bijou Mer.”

      His lips quirked to the side. “You don’t have to do anything.”

      I grinned. “I know. But I want to. I’ll think of something.” I started out the door.

      “Imogen?”

      I glanced back at my handsome boyfriend. The disturbing creature tugged at his hair with its monkey hands.

      “Thank you for always being there for me.” His throat bobbed. “I love you.”

      Those conflicting emotions, love and guilt, tornadoed through me. My throat grew tight. “I love you, too.” I slid out the door and closed it behind me, but not before Cat scampered out with me. Of course. I let out a heavy sigh.

      I moved down the high-ceilinged hall toward the bakery with Cat darting between my feet. Hank loved me, I didn’t doubt it—but did I deserve it?
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      I pushed open the heavy wooden doors to the bakery and moved down the marble steps onto the floor, Cat scampering between my feet. Maple looked up and gave me a bright smile. I waved back.

      “Don’t tell me you like that thing now?”

      Iggy, my magical flame, burned in one of the recessed ovens in the wall to my left. He glared at Cat as the little creature flapped its bat wings and flew up to perch on Wiley’s shoulder. The little monster bit his hair.

      I shook my head. “Never.”

      “Thank the sea goddess.” Iggy sniffed. “Good of you to return and, you know, do your job.”

      I rolled my eyes as I walked past him, and said my hellos to Yann and Annie. They stood over one of the long, wood-topped tables that spanned the length of the bakery. Yann, the big bear of a man, spread his giant hands wide and muttered spells to himself. Annie stood on the other side of the table, facing him with her wand held aloft. What looked like a miniature purple tornado whirled between them. I slid up beside Annie. She wore her usual headband, which kept her gray hair back from her face. A deep crease furrowed the space between her eyes as she concentrated on her work.

      “Hi, dear. We’re making blueberry powder.”

      Yann contained the whirling dust with his spell as Annie directed it.

      “Ah.” I chuckled. “Back home, we’d just use a blender, but this works.”

      Annie frowned deeper and bit her lip, but never took her eyes off the purple dust. “What’s a blender?”

      I grinned and waved a hand. “Human thing.”

      I moved across the cool marble floor and smiled at Sam. He stood at the other table beside a basket piled high with bright red and green apples. He pushed his round glasses up his nose and blinked his milky blue eyes at me. “Hi, Imogen.” His deep voice seemed out of place coming from such a slender, chinless man. But then again, a lot surprised me about my gentle shifter friend. He shrugged and adjusted his white apron, then held his hands aloft again and continued coring and thinly slicing the apples with his magic.

      I reached over and stole a perfectly thin slice from the bowl. I bit into it and savored the juicy sweet tartness. “Yum.”

      Sam blushed pink and dipped his head, so that his chin disappeared even further. “I like the red onesss, myssself.”

      I gave his shoulder a squeeze and moved on toward Maple and Wiley. I glanced to where K’ree usually worked—now just an empty spot at the table. My chest tightened and I sighed. I was happy for her, and proud that she’d chosen to help turn her country around. I grinned as I thought of the last letter she’d sent me. I was also happy for her that she and Wool, the head baker of the Fire Kingdom’s Riad, seemed to have a little romance going. Still, I missed seeing her every day.

      Maple sung a spell. A spoon magically stirred around in a copper bowl as Maple poured in a big cup of flour.

      

      “Add the flour and the sugar,

      Pour the salt into the bowl.

      Mix it around with your spoon,

      Here we go, we’re on a roll.”

      

      I slid up beside Maple and bumped my hip into hers. The spoon clattered to a stop and she nearly fell over.

      “Oh my goddess, sorry!” I grabbed her arm to steady her and she chuckled.

      “How’d it go up there?” She glanced over at me as she sprinkled a few teaspoons of salt in with the other dried ingredients. She began to hum and the spoon got to work again.

      I raised my brows, thinking she somehow already knew about Hank and me finding the body in the attic. But then I realized she was asking about my tea with the queen and the princesses. Could I tell her about the body? Hank hadn’t explicitly asked me not to, but then again he’d said I was the only one he trusted. I assumed that included Maple, since I told her everything… and Iggy… and basically all my friends in the bakery. Then again, only Iggy knew about me and Horace, so maybe I wasn’t as honest with them as I thought. I slumped against the table and let out a heavy sigh. “Urg.”

      “That good, huh?” Wiley asked, with a smile in his voice.

      He stood on the other side of the table grinding cardamom pods with a white marble mortar and pestle. Cat clung to his tall shoulders. I shot the creature a wary look, then took a deep breath and caught the spicy, anise-like scent of the cardamom.

      I grinned. “It smells good in here.”

      Maple nodded. “We’re working on apple pie with a purple crust.”

      I grinned. “Purple crust? Is that what the blueberry powder is for?” I thumbed toward Yann and Annie.

      Maple nodded.

      “I’ve never heard of purple crust.” I planted my hands on my hips.

      Wiley winked. “Our fearless leader made it up.”

      I patted Maple on the back. “Go, Maple.” I kept patting. “See, I’m being gentler now.”

      She rolled her eyes, but smiled. “Much appreciated.”

      “So… the tea wasn’t any better?” Maple lifted her blue eyes. She blew a blonde strand of hair out of her face. “Was Emmaline there, at least?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, Emmaline was there, and she’s always fine—very nice. I can tell she has a sense of humor in there, though it’s buried deep under all that royal posturing.” I groaned. “I’d just a million times rather be here with you guys.”

      “Then get to work already!” Iggy yelled from the oven.

      I shot him an exaggerated eye roll and Wiley chuckled. I pushed off the table though and tightened the apron strings at my lower back. “I’ll dice the butter?”

      Maple nodded and passed me a large bowl full of icy-cold butter cubes. She sang a hurried song. “I’ve kept you cooled, I’ve kept you iced, but spell no longer, it’s time to be sliced.” The cold fog rising from the butter dissipated.

      I frowned at the bowl—there had to be twenty sticks of butter in there. “How many pies are we making?”

      “Oh!” She jumped and turned to me. “I forgot you weren’t here when I made the announcement.”

      “What announcement?”

      “The one you weren’t here for, because you out making the cover of Bijou Mer Weekly,” Iggy called out.

      I shot him a flat look.

      Wiley looked up from grinding the spices. “I did catch that one, and I have to say, you wore it better.”

      I crossed my arms. “Well, thank you. That’s not what the editors said.”

      Wiley leaned across the table and dropped his voice. “You know how those things are—so political. They can’t risk offending Miss Priscilla Wheattondown, or whoever she was—you know how much havoc one of those socialites could wreak.” He winked.

      I chuckled despite myself, then buried my face in my palms and groaned. “Urg. I don’t want to be on magazine covers, I don’t want to go to fancy teas, and I don’t want to have to have tense, boring dinners with Hank’s cold family.”

      Wiley sucked in a breath. “Trouble with the in-laws?” I looked between my fingers as Wiley dropped his voice. “I hear you, sister.”

      “Uh!” Maple planted her hands on her hips with her elbows jutted out wide. “You love my family.”

      He winced. “But… do I?”

      She gasped, her mouth forming a perfectly round O, then she pressed her lips tight in a scowl.

      Wiley tried to stifle a smile. “I meant… boy, do I!”

      Maple sniffed and yanked the towel out of her apron pocket and threw it at Wiley’s head. Cat, in a flash of movement, intercepted it and careened off, flapping his leathery wings while shredding the towel with his razor-sharp teeth.

      Maple and Wiley exchanged wide-eyed glances, then both devolved into giggles.

      “Oh my goddess, he’s so cute.” Maple clasped her hands together.

      “That’s our little Cat.” Wiley looked on like a proud father as the little monster grunted and snarled and destroyed the kitchen towel. “He protected me.”

      I slid my eyes across the room and caught Iggy’s gaze. He shook his fire head at me. I nodded my agreement—Cat was a menace. “You two are delusional.” I grabbed a sharp knife and got to cutting the butter. Even though I’d gotten much, much better at magic, some things were just more fun to do by hand, the way I’d learned growing up in the human world before I discovered my powers. “So, what was that announcement again?”

      I glanced up to find Maple and Wiley gazing adoringly at each other. I chuckled and looked back down at my butter. They were sickeningly cute together. Wiley’s antics and teasing hadn’t stopped, if anything they’d increased, but now that they were officially together, instead of big blowouts it just led to the two of them flirting—hard.

      Maple shook her head. “What was that?”

      I grinned. “The announcement?”

      “Oh, right.” She shot me a big smile. “You already know we’re going to the Air Kingdom tomorrow for the Spring Solstice Festival.” She clasped her hands together. “I’m so excited—we get to stay all week. But the big news is that the Air Kingdom bakers are taking the week off, and we’re filling in. We get a chance to show off what we can do, starting with these pies for the welcome picnic tomorrow.”

      Wiley chuckled to himself. “Only you would get excited about extra work.”

      She rolled her eyes. Blonde tendrils floated around her head like a halo and she had a pink flush to her cheeks.

      I grinned at her. “Happiness looks good on you, you know?”

      She ducked her head, the blush deepening. I kept watching my sweet friend. She’d been there for me, from the beginning, when I knew no one and nothing. She’d gotten me my job here after she won the competition and became head baker. She was the best friend I’d ever had, along with Iggy—and I was keeping big secrets from her.

      She glanced up, her thin brows lifted. When she saw my face, she sobered up and cocked her head to the side. “Hey. Is everything all right?”

      I shook myself and unsuccessfully tried to smile. I bit my lip and made a decision—I had to tell her about Horace. “Actually… can I talk to you?”

      She nodded as her eyes grew wide. “This sounds serious.”

      I didn’t deny it.

      Wiley pretended to be engrossed with grinding the cardamom.

      Maple blinked. “Can it wait just a couple of minutes? We need to cut that in before it melts.” She glanced at my butter.

      I nodded. “Sure. Of course.” My stomach crawled with nerves. I shot a glance to my left and Iggy gave me a grim nod. I let out a shaky breath. At least Iggy knew and didn’t judge me for it. Well, that wasn’t true, he’d judged me hard, but he still loved me and had even been willing to go to the Badlands with me, just to make sure I stayed safe with Horace. My stomach tightened as I realized how lucky I was to have all these wonderful people as friends and how worried I was that I might lose them if they knew my secret. I sighed as I sliced the butter into thin squares. I was about to find out. Goody.

      “Do you have any extra cinnamon rolls?” a deep voice drawled.

      My eyes slid up to find a pale face looming over me. I screamed, Maple screamed, Annie looked up and screamed—even Cat let out a high-pitched screech.

      “We all scream for ice cream,” Francis drawled. “Are you all done?”

      I pressed a hand to my beating heart while Maple panted beside me.

      Wiley leaned away from Francis and shot him a mean side-eye. “Not cool, man. How did you even get in here?”

      Francis gestured with a white, long-fingered hand. “The door.”

      We all looked. It did indeed stand ajar.

      “You ssscared me.” Sam adjusted his glasses.

      “You need to make some more noise next time,” I grumbled as I resumed slicing butter. “You nearly gave us all a heart attack.”

      “Apologies.” Francis flashed me a cat-like grin that showed off his long, sharp fangs. He lifted his dark, perfectly manicured brows. “Now about those cinnamon rolls? Rhonda wanted me to see if you had any.”

      “Oh.” Maple cleared her throat. “I, uh—” She turned. “Annie? Do we have any left?”

      Annie shook her head as she walked over to us. She carried a big copper bowl in her arms, a smooth mix of water and purple blueberry powder inside. She handed it over to Maple. “No. Royalty ate them all. Tell Rhonda sorry.”

      A smile played at Wiley’s lips. “I’m surprised Rhonda didn’t foresee that.”

      I shot him a look.

      Francis’s big dark eyes settled on me. He ran a hand through his long, slicked-back black hair. “You know her visions come when they come.”

      Of course Wiley knew, we all knew Rhonda couldn’t control her psychic powers, but the joker just had to get one in. I slid my eyes back to Francis and found him still watching me intently. I looked down at the yellowish butter, then back up at my vampire friend again. “Uh, Francis? Do you need anything else?”

      He cocked his head to the side. “No.” Still he stared at me.

      I frowned back.

      “Mouse!” Yann, big and tan and bearded, shrieked like a tiny child. “Mouse!” He pointed at the floor and scrambled backward, then leapt onto a chair.

      I was torn between laughing at Yann’s reaction and scrambling onto a chair myself. Maple and I eased around the table and looked in the direction of Yann’s frantic pointing.

      “Oop! There.” I pointed to a skittering ball of black fur. The mouse zigzagged across the white marble tile. Annie followed, a rolling pin raised over her head.

      “Oh, tell me she’s not going to kill it?” Maple covered her eyes.

      Wiley slid up beside her and hugged her to him. “I don’t think she’ll have to.”

      He grimaced, and I followed his gaze to Cat, who’d flown up to perch on a high shelf beside a couple giant copper pots. The little creature watched the mouse with wide eyes and teeth bared in a maniacal grin.

      “Oh no.” I turned away after Cat pounced and just barely missed the mouse.

      I peeked through one eye in time to see the rodent dash into one of the dark alcoves that served as a pantry with a growling Cat hot on its heels. I sighed. “I guess that’s one thing Cat’s good for.”

      Yann still perched on the teetering chair. “Ees eet gone?”

      I opened my mouth to answer, but stopped when Cat scrambled out of the alcove, his long cat-like tail tucked between his legs and his huge, globular eyes wide and frightened.

      “Uhh… guys?” I gulped.

      Maple and Wiley exchanged glances.

      My breath caught in my chest as something moved in the shadows of the alcove—something much bigger than a mouse.

      The outline of a man became visible, and then Horace stepped out of the shadows and into the bright light of the bakery.

      His pale blue eyes found me. A smirk played at his full lips. “Miss me, sister?”
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      I opened my mouth to speak, but only a hoarse, raspy noise came out.

      “Oh good, those famous powers of persuasion,” Iggy shouted from the recessed bread oven.

      Yann, still up on the chair, reached beside him and grabbed the heavy wooden spatula we used for sliding bread out of the oven. He cocked his beefy arm and hurled it at Horace’s head. It hit a magical shield and fell to the floor. At the same time Annie bolted up the stairs and pushed at the doors, screaming for help. Horace blinked at her, and the doors locked. She shook them, but they wouldn’t open.

      My chest heaved as my eyes darted around the room. Sam pointed his wand at the sky, no doubt to send up the police signal, but Horace stretched his arm out and magically knocked the wand from Sam’s hand. Wiley eased himself between Horace and Maple. Francis—well, where was Francis? Some of the tightness in my chest relaxed a little, knowing my vampire friend lurked somewhere nearby, ready to help… I hoped.

      I took a shaky breath. My pulse raced so fast I could actually feel my heartbeat throbbing in my neck. I stepped forward. “Don’t hurt them.”

      Horace took a step forward as well. A muscle jumped in his angular jaw. “Who, your friends?” He spread his lean arms wide. He blinked slowly, lazily. “I know how much they mean to you—you did choose them over your own flesh and blood, after all.” He pressed his hands to his chest and glared at me with his pale eyes. He strode across the room, as if in no hurry at all. The room was so quiet that my own frantic sniffs sounded deafening to me. He strode past Sam. My poor friend shook so badly I could see from across the room. I bit my lip. Please, leave him alone.

      “That’s why I’m here, actually.” He grinned without humor. “You all seem so tight-knit.” He leaned against one of the tall worktables and rested his elbows on it. He folded his pale hands together against his chin, the sunlight streaming in from above creating deep shadows below his eyes and cheekbones. “I thought to myself, what better crew to carry out my plan?”

      I spat out the words. “What plan?”

      I froze when his half-lidded gaze swung to me. “You’re going to help me break into Carclaustra.”

      My stomach clenched. He had to be joking… didn’t he? Annie barked out a dry laugh, and as Horace turned to face her, Wiley lifted his wand and flung a spell at Horace before I could shout, “No!”

      Horace lifted a palm in the blink of an eye and without even looking stopped the fire ball Wiley had shot midair.

      Wiley sucked in a breath and recoiled. He thrust his arm out to shield Maple.

      Horace’s full lips curled. He spun the ball of fire in the air by twirling one finger. He turned fully to face Wiley. “You want to play with fire?” He sneered and the baseball-sized flame grew and grew till it burned above him, like a small sun. I glanced down at the bowl of butter cubes, now melted into a yellow puddle. I swiped my arm across my brow as sweat beaded there and matted my bangs to my head. “What is it with him and fire,” I grumbled to myself. I gritted my teeth. Why was my stupid brother so determined to be dramatic and destructive?

      “What?” Maple turned to me, her blonde brows pulled together in worry.

      I shook my head. “Nothing—I meant—the fire monster.”

      “Oh.” She swung her head back to face the giant ball of fire hovering above us. Its orange-red flames licked out in every direction and I clutched the table as the heat made me sway, light-headed. “Stop it,” I ground out.

      Horace did not stop. The ball only grew larger. The red light reflected in his eyes and I shuddered as I remembered his fierceness up on the volcano. He had summoned a monster to kill my friends, among many other innocents, and left me to die with them when I didn’t support his murderous plot. I clenched my hands into tight balls at my side and felt my nails dig into my palms. My nostrils flared. “You chose to set a fire monster loose on the kingdom. What did you expect me to do? I couldn’t just waltz off to the Badlands with you knowing that everyone I loved was about to be killed.”

      He glared at me. “Exactly. Everyone you loved.” He thumped a fist against his chest and leaned toward me, his eyes blazing and teeth bared. “What of me—your own brother? You don’t know what I’ve been through, what I felt when I found out you were alive. And then you betrayed me.” The ball of fire grew till it almost touched the ceiling.

      I pushed past Wiley and Maple and stomped toward Horace. I threw an arm out. “I want to love you—I do!” I slapped my palm against my heart. “You don’t know how much I’ve wanted a family. But you do these things that make it impossible!”

      “Imogen?” Maple’s quiet, breathless voice startled me.

      I turned to her, my chest heaving.

      “Imogen, what are you saying? What do you mean about going to the Badlands?” Her eyes darted to Horace, then back to me.

      Oh no. I opened my mouth to speak, but all the fire had gone out of me. I closed it again and dropped my eyes. My shoulders sagged. “I was going to tell you.” I swallowed against the lump in my throat. “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”

      “Tell her what?” Annie’s voice had an edge to it—anger, but also fear.

      Horace chuckled. The heat that had burned the back of my neck let up, leaving my wet shirt cool against my sweaty back. I glanced over my shoulder and found the ball of fire had snuffed out. My brother lifted a lazy brow. “Go ahead. I’ll wait.”

      I turned back around and pressed my warm hands against my face. I took a shuddering breath, then let my hands drop and looked up. “Back in the Fire Kingdom, I—I was having a really hard time with Hank marrying Shaday.”

      Annie folded her arms and sniffed. “No secret there.”

      I sighed. “And, Horace—Horace contacted me.”

      Maple gasped.

      I shook my head. “It was all right. I-I’d been trying to think up ways to contact him ever since Wee Ferngroveshire. Whatever else he is, he’s my brother and I just wanted the chance to get to know him.” I shrugged. “I felt confident he wouldn’t hurt me.” I bit my lip as tears welled in my eyes. “I guess I was wrong.”

      Maple squared her jaw and stepped around Wiley, her arms stiff at her sides. “If he hurt you….”

      I grinned in spite of myself as Wiley grabbed her around the waist and held her back. “No. He didn’t—exactly. He was there for me one night, the night before the wedding, when I got really upset. I just felt like I had to get away—it was too much to have Hank marry Shaday, and have to witness it, bake for it.” I shook my head. “Horace told me I could come with him to the Badlands and I—I told him I’d think about it. As upset as I was with Hank, I didn’t want to abandon you guys… especially you.” I looked at Maple and she blinked back at me, her mouth hanging open in shock. “But then, you two got together.” I gestured between her and Wiley. “And I knew everyone would be all right without me for a bit, so I decided to go with Horace, and Iggy and I went to the mountain and—”

      “You knew?” Annie whirled on my flame.

      Iggy narrowed his eyes and folded his arms. “Oh believe me, I didn’t condone this little escapade, but I figured somebody had to go and keep an eye on this one.” He jerked his little flame head toward Horace.

      I let out a heavy breath. “So, we met him at the volcano and that’s when he decided to unveil his grand plan.” I shot Horace a narrow-eyed glare. “To unleash Tar and wreak some havoc on the kingdom.” I shook my head. “I told him I couldn’t go with him.” I shrugged. “And you guys know the rest.”

      Maple pressed her lips tight together. “And you didn’t tell me.”

      I shifted on my feet. “I wanted to, so badly. But I didn’t want to ruin your and Wiley’s honeymoon stage and I’ve been so busy and—”

      “You could’ve found the time.” Maple folded her arms. “You know I would’ve wanted to know, no matter what.”

      I looked down and shook my head. I spoke in a quiet voice, but the bakery had gone so silent, Maple could hear me anyway. They all could. “You’re right. I’ve made up excuses not to tell you guys and Hank—”

      “Hank doesn’t know?” Wiley gaped.

      Maple elbowed him hard and he snapped his mouth shut.

      I withered even more, and groaned. “I know, I know.” I pressed my hands against my eyes. “I didn’t think anyone would understand me wanting to meet and know Horace. I thought—well, I feared that you’d think I was a traitor, or foolish, or— I don’t know.” I shook my head. “And even more so after he unleashed the monster. At that point, even I was struggling to find anything redeeming in him—”

      Horace’s voice came out low and flat. “Gee. Thanks.”

      I ignored him. “How could I expect anyone to understand?” My lips quivered and the tears I’d been blinking back finally overflowed and poured down my cheeks. “I was afraid I’d lose you guys.” I gasped. “And now I have anyway.” I sobbed into my hands. I’d kept secrets, big secrets from them, and now I’d put them all in danger. Horace was only here because of me. I sniffed and lifted my head, then turned to my brother. I roughly wiped away the wet tears from my face. “You’re here because of me. Take me to the Badlands, kill me, make me do your plan—whatever it is, just leave them out of it. They don’t deserve it. They don’t deserve a detritus-headed flotsam friend like me.”

      I held my arms out in front of me, my hands hanging limp. I sniffled.

      Horace quirked a brow. “What are you—?” He frowned at my hands. “I don’t have handcuffs; is that what you’re doing?”

      Maple slammed a fist on the table and I whirled to face her. “Don’t you dare lock her up!”

      “Again, I’m not doing that.”

      Maple, eyes wet with tears, lifted her quivering chin. “She may have kept things from us, but it’s just because she was scared and too stupid to know that I will always love her and always be her friend, no matter what.”

      “Oh.” My face crumpled and tears streamed down my cheeks again as I devolved into sobs. “I’m so sorry, Maple.”

      She rushed forward as I ran to her and we threw our arms around each other. I hugged her tight against me. “I’m so sorry, I’ll never keep anything from you again, I love you so much.”

      I mumbled and cried into her hair, so that I could barely hear her speaking through her own sobs. “You can tell me anything, I’m always here for you, your brother’s so mean.”

      I lifted my face from her shoulder and spat some of her blonde hair out. I looked at the rest of my friends. “I love you all. I am so, so sorry for not telling you. I want you to know that I didn’t want to leave you guys, I just, in a weak moment, wanted to get away from the situation. But I always planned to come back.”

      Annie let out a heavy sigh and leaned her hip against the table. “It’s all right, sweetie. Lord knows I made a lot of dumb mistakes when I was your age.” Her shoulders shook with a chuckle. “Before I met my husband, earth rest his bones, I nearly ran away with the Grovener boy from down the street. What a disaster that would’ve been. He was the definition of bad boy.” Her eyes grew distant and a smile played at her lips. “He was fine as a fox, though.”

      I leaned back from Maple and we exchanged wide-eyed, tight-lipped looks. I grinned.

      “Right.” Horace clapped his hands together and I startled. Maple and I turned to face him. “Hooray. She picked you idiots over me—rejoice.”

      I glared.

      “Not that I’m jealous or anything.” His pale eyes flashed. “We’re going to have a group bonding experience, in fact.”

      I folded my arms. “You can’t be serious about us breaking into Carclaustra.”

      “Eet’s eempossible.” Yann climbed down off his chair.

      Horace gave a slow blink. “Well, with an attitude like that….”

      I threw my arms up. “It’s the most high-security prison in the kingdoms, and we’re”—I gestured around the room—“a bunch of bakers.”

      My brother lifted his chin and looked down his upturned nose at me. “Oh, well. You don’t have to, I suppose.” His lids dropped even further, so that only a thin slit of his pale eyes showed. His voice dropped low and heavy with threat. “But if you don’t, I will torture and kill everyone you care about.” He shrugged and blinked. “Your choice.”

      Annie stomped her foot. “This is ridiculous.” She lifted her wand. “I’m sending up the police signal.”

      “And by the time they come, I’ll have disappeared. But then again, so will your grandson, Will.”

      Annie froze.

      “I’ll take him back to the Badlands with me, where I’ll cut his—”

      “Stop!” My hands trembled in fists by my side.

      The older woman stared my brother down. The color had drained from her face and her throat bobbed. “How—how do you know about Will?”

      Horace sneered. “I know about Will and his parents in their seaside home in the Earth Kingdom. I know about your entire family, in fact.” He looked at Yann. “I know about your mother, Winnie.”

      Yann whimpered.

      “Maple, all those little siblings and your parents too—living so close to here.”

      She slumped against Wiley.

      Horace sighed. “And Wiley… kind of lone wolf. Dead mother and father, no other relatives—guess I’ll have to kill your girlfriend then.” He crinkled his nose at me. “Kind of a two birds with one stone thing, since she’s your best friend.”

      “Hey!” Iggy shouted from the oven.

      Horace’s eyes slid slowly toward him. “I’ll snuff that thing out, too.”

      “That thing has a name.” Iggy narrowed his little flame eyes. Then they widened again. “Imogen, don’t let him snuff me out.”

      I huffed. “I won’t.” I shook my head at Horace. “Do you think threatening my friends is going to win me over?”

      He gave me a humorless, tight-lipped grin. “Do you think I still care about winning you over?”

      I gulped.

      “You had your chance, sister. You chose them, the enemy, and now I’m going to treat you like one of them.” He looked at each of us. “And just to be clear, if you tell anyone about this, any friend, or family, or police officer”—his eyes slid to me—“or prince… I’ll kill everyone you care about.”

      My stomach turned. Great, another secret to keep from Hank. Then again, if we were really going to break into Carclaustra, I was going to be dead soon anyway, so did it even matter?

      Horace looked up and behind me, over my head. “And that goes for psychic girlfriends, too, vampire.”

      A chill washed over me. Horace knew Francis was here?

      Maple and I shrieked and ducked as a black shape swooped down from overhead—a giant black bat. I wrapped my fingers over the flour-dusted edge of the worktable and rose to a crouch. I peered over the edge and found a tornado of magic careening through the bakery. The giant, hairy bat screeched and dove for Horace’s head. My brother shot an arm out and grabbed Sam’s heavy wooden rolling pin. He whirled and swung at the bat, but Francis resumed his more human form midair and caught the rolling pin in his long, thin fingers. With his supernatural strength, he wrenched the pin from Horace and snapped it in two.

      Sam whimpered. He cowered on the other side of the table from the fight and blinked at the broken pieces of his rolling pin.

      “We’ll fix it, Sam,” I whisper-yelled at him as I held my hands to the side of my mouth.

      He nodded, then skittered back as Francis knocked a baking pan off the table and nearly onto his head. The vampire swiped for my brother, only to close his strong hand around thin air. Where Horace had been, a black mouse now skittered along the floor. Francis became a bat once more and dove. Right before his mouth closed around the mouse, Horace transformed into a black cat, flipped onto his back, and swiped at the bat. At which point Francis transformed into his vampire form and went for the cat. The chase went on and on, under and over tables and in the air. I grabbed Maple’s arm and pulled her back as Francis and Horace, in human form, rolled over a table and crashed to the floor beside us. We scrambled away and hid behind one end of the table.

      “I hope Francis bites his little mouse head off.” Annie clenched her fists and shot metaphorical daggers at the whirling blur. I gulped. Point taken—never threaten Annie’s grandchildren… not like I’d planned to. She raised her wand, but Wiley shook his head.

      “You might hit Francis.”

      She huffed through her nose and crouched lower behind the table.

      “What should we do?” Maple let out a whimper as they rolled into a pantry alcove and the sound of shattering glass followed. “They’re going to destroy the whole bakery.”

      They rolled back out a moment later. The blur of motion came to a halt when Horace resumed human shape and flung a spell at Francis. He froze midair and a purplish haze shimmered around him. Horace’s chest heaved and he slumped against the nearest table, where broken spoons, bowls, and cookie cutters lay strewn in pieces. His left shoulder showed through the hole in his jacket sleeve and blood trickled from his lip. He roughly wiped the back of his mouth. The haze around Francis dimmed and the vampire trembled.

      “Hear me, vampire—and all of you.” He blinked, as if trying to focus his pale eyes. “You know I’m leader of the Badlands Army. Do you really think killing me would save your families? I have operatives posted throughout the kingdoms. If they don’t hear from me at an appointed time, they have orders to kill all your families and friends and you, yourselves.” He paused to catch his breath.

      My eyes slid to Francis. The vampire blinked—the spell was wearing off.

      “So you have a choice to make. Join me in my plan, or choose to suffer as everyone around you is killed—and then die yourselves.” He gave a slow blink and slid his eyes to Francis. The vampire writhed now, wrenching his arms free from the enchantment. “Vampire, I know you have… special circumstances. I won’t ask you to participate in the plan, but I will ask for your silence, or you risk everyone you care about.” Horace shrugged. “And since vampires aren’t famed for their sentimentality, I’ll sweeten the deal.”

      Francis bared his teeth and hissed, saliva dripping from his fangs. I shrank back and leaned against Maple beside me. I’d forgotten how scary Francis could be.

      Horace appeared unfazed. “The spell you seek, the one that binds you to this bottom-feeding royal family—I have it.”

      Francis’s black eyes widened and his face relaxed some.

      “Keep your bloody mouth shut, and it’s yours.”

      Was that a pun?

      “Maybe you’ll finally figure out a way to break it.”

      Francis’s nostrils flared and his dark eyes blazed with hunger. “I’ve been searching hundreds of years for it—why should I believe you have it?” The spell broke and he reached Horace in two long, gliding strides, his feet hovering a couple of inches above the ground.

      This time Horace lifted his chin and held his ground. I gulped—I had to give him props for staring up into the face of an angry vampire like that.

      “I’ve been many places and seen many things, vampire. I have the spell—on my honor.”

      Annie snorted. “The honor of a man who threatens to kill children in cold blood.”

      Horace ignored her and looked up at Francis, awaiting his answer.

      The vampire lifted his pale nose and closed his eyes. He took a deep, long sniff and held his breath. He exhaled and opened his dark eyes to look down at Horace. “You smell of truth.”

      I frowned. Really? Horace was telling the truth?

      Horace gave the vampire a lazy once-over. “So… we have a deal? Your silence for the spell—and your freedom?”

      I shook my head. “Wait—so this spell would free you, Francis, from being tied to King Roch and Hank’s family?”

      Francis swung his head to me. “Perhaps. If I could find a loophole, or devise a counter spell.”

      Huh. I hadn’t realized that was possible.

      Horace’s throat bobbed. “I’m surprised you haven’t joined me already, vampire, with all they’ve done to you.”

      Francis didn’t answer. My eyes widened—how badly was Francis treated that he’d consider joining the Badlands Army? Then again, I’d been prepared to go to the Badlands with Horace myself.

      “Do we have deal, vampire?” My brother lifted a brow ever so slightly.

      Francis stared at him. “If you truly have the spell, you know in what way I am bound.”

      Horace’s lips quirked to the side. “I do.”

      Francis’s eyes slid to us bakers, hiding behind a table, then back to Horace. He let out a low, throaty growl. “Fine. It’s a deal.”

      I shook my head and muttered to myself, “I don’t like this.”

      Annie made a disgusted noise. “Ugh. How can he go along with it?”

      “Francisss isssn’t going to help usss?” Sam clasped his hands together at his chest.

      Wiley shook his head. “Sorry, buddy, looks like we’re on our own.”

      I glanced at K’ree’s empty spot. “K’ree left at the right time.”

      Annie scoffed. “You mean before we all got arrested trying to break into the kingdoms’ highest security prison?”

      I curled my lip. “Yeah. That.”

      “I think we have to go along with it, too.” Maple gulped. “We can’t let him…. If he hurt my family, I’d—”

      Wiley grabbed her shoulders in his big hands. “He’s not going to.” He gritted his teeth. “We won’t let him. We’ll think up some way to trap him or tell someone or—”

      Maple shook her head. “We can’t—he said his army is ready to act and—”

      “They won’t act if we have their leader,” Wiley hissed as we all gathered close. I glanced over my shoulder to Horace and Francis, who stood in conversation. What were they talking about?

      Annie hugged her arms tight around herself. “No.”

      I raised my brows. “But I thought you—”

      She shook her head. “No. We can’t risk it. I don’t want to go along with this any more than any of you do, but you saw what I saw. Francis couldn’t even catch him, or stop him. Francis.”

      “Annie, I know you’re scared—I am, too. But….” I sighed. “Look, I know you’re all going to think I’m just being gullible, but part of me has a really hard time believing Horace would actually kill all the people we care about and if we—”

      “He set the fire monster on us.” Maple slowly slid her eyes from her lap to my face. “He was ready to kill a whole city.”

      I gulped. “Yeah. Maybe you’re right.” I widened my eyes. “But maybe Wiley’s right. Look, this morning Hank and I found this skeleton in a coffin made of swallow’s mew. If we could somehow trap Horace in it, he’d be powerless and maybe we could ransom him back to the Badlands Army in exchange for our families’ safety.”

      Wiley closed an eye and scratched his ear. “Back up to that part about a skeleton.”

      “What are you guys talking about?” Iggy shouted from across the room.

      I quickly filled them in on the room we’d found, but Annie and Yann were unconvinced.

      I looked to Maple.

      “Sorry, Imogen.” She pouted. “It’s a good idea, but I don’t think we can win against the Badlands Army.”

      A muscle jumped in Wiley’s jaw but he kept quiet.

      “Sam? What do you think?”

      He turned to me and pushed his glasses up his nose. They magnified his already large eyes. “You guysss are my family and my friendsss.”

      Maple looked up and pressed a hand to her heart.

      Sam’s glasses slipped and he pushed them back up his nose, then hung his arms at his sides. “My mother devoured all my brothersss and sssisstersss at birth.”

      My eyes widened.

      Wiley shifted and cleared his throat. “O-kay.”

      “Ssshe wasss a sssnake.” Sam nodded. “Ssso. Ssso, if you guysss feel the way about your familiesss that I feel about you, then we ssshould do whatever it takesss to keep them sssafe.” Sam hung his head and his glasses slid again.

      I moved over to him and slid an arm around his shoulders. “Sam. We feel that way about you, too, you know?”

      His eyes flicked to mine. He blinked at me a few times. “Really?”

      “Of course.” Annie planted her hands on her hips. She shook her head. “I don’t want to risk any of your lives, either. But… well, that’s where we’re at, isn’t it? No good choices.” She blew a gray strand out of her face. “That’s the thing though, isn’t it—at least we’re choosing to do this together. Our families and friends—I just don’t think we can make that choice to put them at risk without them having any idea what they’re getting into.”

      “I choose to help break into thee prison.” Yann puffed up his massive chest. His apron barely covered a tiny portion of it.

      Sam nodded.

      Annie grinned. “Who knows, maybe it’ll be kind of exciting.”

      I frowned. “Seriously?”

      Her lips quirked to the side.

      Maple shrugged. “I’m in, too.”

      Wiley gave the slightest of nods.

      “All right.” I scoffed. “Looks like we’re breaking into Carclaustra with Horace.” My nerves hummed and buzzed and my stomach twisted. This was actually happening. I bit my lip—maybe Horace was bluffing?

      I looked down at my feet. “I’m really, really sorry, you guys.”

      I gulped as no one answered.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about what happened in the Fire Kingdom. And I’m sorry—” Tears trickled down my face. “I’m sorry that I’ve gotten you into this.”

      Maple slid her arm around my shoulders and Sam took my hand—though he did it by wrapping his whole hand around my thumb. I gave him a watery smile—almost got it, buddy.

      “Yes, you were going to go to the Badlands with Horace,” Maple began.

      “Your very scary brother,” Wiley interjected.

      She shot him a look. “But when you found out that he planned to unleash a monster on us, you risked your life to warn us and help save the city.” She hugged me closer as tears trickled down my cheeks. “I may not understand why you need to know him, but I know that it’s coming from a good place. Everything you do, Imogen, you do with a good heart.”

      I pressed my hands to my hot, wet face. “I’m just so sorry. I feel responsible for getting you all involved. I mean—if we do this—it’s a suicide mission, right?” I raised my head and looked around the little circle.

      Annie stared at me hard a moment, then her face softened. “Maybe… maybe we just need to think of it as a crazy adventure.”

      Yann’s shoulders shook with a chuckle and the corner of my mouth peeled up. Well, that was some positive thinking.

      “And Imogen, everyone’s got a black sheep in their family.” Annie grinned. “For me, it’s my cousin Darryl. He got involved in this dragon fire pyramid scheme and—”

      She was cut off as Horace clapped. We all jumped and turned. Francis had disappeared—maybe he’d flown out the open windows? Then again, the guy floated over the ground—it wasn’t as if we’d have heard him leave.

      “So—do we have a deal?”

      I frowned at my brother. The half-closed lids, the slight pout to his lips—he always looked bored, lazy. But below that lay a calculating, fierce, and troubled mind. Maybe the appearance of laziness was intentional, disarming. I sighed. He’d certainly fooled me into thinking he might actually care for me, that he might have some redeeming qualities.

      “You’re threatening our families and friends. What choice do we have?” I shook my head. “You know, this whole thing is ridiculous. How are we supposed to break in there? If you want to kill us, you should just get it over with.”

      Yann raised a thick finger. “I am not having da agreement wit dat.”

      Horace let out a heavy sigh. “So little faith. I have blueprints to the prison.”

      I folded my arms. “Which you killed a man to get.”

      He flipped a palm up. “I had a man get them for me, and he made the decision to kill for them, not I.”

      I rolled my eyes and sniffed. He expected me to forgive him on technicalities?

      “I have a plan, one that we’ll go over in a few days after you’ve arrived in the Air Kingdom.”

      “How do you know we’re going—” Maple shook her head. “You know, never mind.”

      “So.” He folded his long fingers. Despite his ruffled hair, torn jacket, and bloodied lip, he still managed to look collected and in charge. “I’ll ask again. Do we have a deal?”

      The other bakers and I all exchanged looks. I saw my own fear reflected in their eyes, but determination, too.

      I glared at my brother. “Yes.” The others nodded and agreed as well.

      “Good.”

      Maple lifted a finger. Her voice came out small and quiet. “Why are we doing this?”

      He cleared his throat. “There’s someone—someones I need to break out of Carclaustra.”

      My stomach turned with nerves and fear. Part of me still couldn’t believe this was really happening.

      “Who?” Maple gulped.

      I snorted. “Isn’t it obvious? His lover and best friend—Pritney and Nate.” I glared at my brother. “Never mind that they tried to kill me.”

      Horace’s lips quirked slightly upwards. “From what I’ve been told, they tried to kill your boyfriend and his family, but you interceded and absorbed all the poison into yourself. At which point, Nate did indeed try to save you.”

      I folded my arms and grumbled. “Another technicality. And he wasn’t doing a very good job.”

      Horace looked amused. “You did consume enough poison to kill ten people.”

      “Whatever.” Good comeback, Imogen. I looked up suddenly. “Hey—why are we doing this? I mean, you have an army of trained operatives—why not use them instead of a bunch of bakers to break in?”

      Horace’s face darkened and I shrank back some. “Because this, despite my careful plans, is a suicide mission. Not only do I not want to risk any of my army, but for this to work I need people who have everything riding on the line—and who are used to sacrificing for each other.” He looked around the room.  “You each have skills—you will need to employ them to the best of your ability to survive this.”

      I gulped, my throat tight.

      “We’ll go over all of it in a few days. For now, remember that you cannot tell anyone… at least, if you want to live.” He pushed off the table he’d been leaning on. “I’ll see you in the city of clouds.” He walked toward the heavy doors to the bakery.

      I frowned. “How are you going to get out of here?”

      “The way I came.” He blinked at me.

      “Which is how?” I shook my head. “The swallow gates are still in effect.”

      He let out a dry chuckle. “The palace’s security measures are a joke. I turned into a bird and flew over the wall. I distracted a guard and waltzed through the gate unobserved. Or maybe I levitated up from the cliffside—do you want me to continue?”

      I scowled.

      “This is nothing to the security at Carclaustra.” He looked at each of us. “If we’re going to pull this off, you all need to start thinking a lot bigger.”

      With a whoosh of magic that ruffled the pages of a nearby recipe book, Horace transformed into a mouse again and scuttled out under the door.

      “Or a lot smaller!” Iggy cackled from the oven. “Because of—he turned into a mouse. Nobody?”
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      “Oof!” I doubled over and slipped my heel back into my black stiletto. Why had I ever thought these were a good idea? My feet throbbed already. And they were definitely not the shoes to try and run in, even if I was late for the first ball of the spring celebration.

      I straightened and smoothed my dress with one hand, my velvet clutch in the other. I’d chosen this silk, floor-length gown with its fantastical floral pattern of winding vines and mythical birds because it felt light as air—perfect for the Air Kingdom. It had a low cowl neck that showed just a hint of the lacy black slip I wore underneath. The three-quarter sleeves made my arms look good, and the knee-high slit showed off my calves. I grinned to myself. That’s why I’d chosen these insanely high heels—my legs looked pretty great, if I did say so myself.

      I gingerly patted my bun and confirmed it still sat perfectly atop the crown of my head. I took careful, slightly wobbly steps across the polished marble floor of the giant balcony that formed the foyer to the party.

      Waiters moved through the chatting crowd with trays of champagne and hors d’oeuvres in their hands. They wore the royal Air colors, white trimmed in silver, and slipped through the little groups gathered here and there. The women wore gowns and glittering jewelry, while the men wore tuxedos and uniforms and polished shoes that gleamed in the soft lanternlight. I grinned—it was as if the stars of the sky had dropped a little lower for the first night of celebrations.

      I stepped through the elegant crowd and willed myself not to fall over in my heels. I spotted a familiar face and let out the breath I’d been holding. I moved over to Emmaline, who stood in a strapless plum gown at the railing. The breeze picked up the chiffon of her dress and blew it about her ankles.

      I slid up beside her and rested my clutch on the stone railing. “You look gorgeous.”

      She looked up at me, wide-eyed. Then she relaxed and pressed a hand to the diamonds at her neck. “Oh, Imogen, it’s you.” She grinned. “You startled me. Oh, and thank you.”

      “For startling you?”

      “No, silly, for the compliment.” She turned and looked me up and down. “Wow. Hank is going to die when he sees you. You look windy fly.”

      I chuckled. “Is that a good thing?”

      “Uh, yeah.” She twirled a lavender lock of hair between her fingers. “It’s an Air Kingdom saying—you haven’t heard it?”

      I shook my head and we settled into a moment of silence as we stared out at the lovely and slightly startling vista below us. The Air Kingdom was made up of a bunch of floating islands and balloons, no one knew exactly how many, some connected by rope ladder and pulley systems, and others free floating. The Air Kingdom palace sat at the highest peak of one of the floating islands—the largest one, in fact. Below us, the terra-cotta roofs of the city wound down the side of the slope, much like our island mountain of Bijou Mer.

      At the base of the rise, a large pond reflected the stars of the night sky that shone above and all around us. The pond overflowed to form waterfalls that trickled over the sides of the island into the open sky below. By some trick of Air Kingdom magicneering, the water was caught by islands and ships below and recycled back up. It was magic, also, that helped the dense, green trees and vegetation flourish. Like an iceberg, the habitable part of the island only made up the upper tip. I’d seen the exposed dirt underside when we’d flown in earlier this morning on the airship. The waterfalls mingled with the trailing roots on the bottom side of the island. Rope bridges stretched out in every direction to other, smaller floating patches of dirt and greenery, like a spider’s web, with us at the center.  All around us the lights from airships twinkled and drifted through the night sky.

      “It’s beautiful here.”

      Emmaline let out a soft sigh.

      I gave her a side-eyed look. “Do you miss it?” She’d left her home here when she married Hank’s oldest brother, Caspian.

      “Sometimes. I miss the rainbows, and my family, and the Air Kingdom makes the absolute best cotton candy.” She shot a hand out and lightly touched my arm. “No offense.”

      I grinned. “None taken.”

      “But I love Bijou Mer. It feels like home now.” She blew out an exhale. “Plus, I don’t have the inventive gene that everyone here seems to have. I always felt a little out of place.”

      “I understand that feeling.”

      She lifted a light purple brow.

      “Growing up with a human family, I always thought there was something different about me.” I ran my fingers over my velvet clutch. “Turns out I was right.”

      “Well, good thing, too. Now you’re here, dating a prince, with your magical powers.” Emmaline gave me an exaggerated grin that nearly took up her whole face.

      I had to smile back. “Yeah… can’t complain.” Except for my homicidal brother and the insane plot he’d roped me into, life was peachy.

      “Have you been inside yet?” She poked my arm. “You have to try the floating dew fountain—the droplets taste like whatever your favorite fruit is. But, like, perfectly ripe.” She looked out over the island again. “I’ve always loved this festival.” She turned quickly back to me. “Spring is in the Air. Do you get it? In the Air.” She lifted her hands and gestured all around us, then waited for my reaction.

      I chuckled. “Yeah, Emmaline, I get it. It’s good.”

      “Because we’re in the Air… Kingdom.”

      I chuckled again. “Hey—why are you out here? Where’s Cas?”

      She folded over, her elbows on the railing. “Inside, with everyone else. Hank too, last I saw him.”

      “Want to head in?” I looked toward the tall open doorway. Gentle orchestral music floated out into the clear night.

      “You go ahead.” She waved a hand and slumped over.

      I quirked my lips to the side as I studied her. “Louella Davenport?”

      She jerked her head up. “How’d you know?”

      “You always look pretty down whenever she’s involved.” I turned around and leaned my back against the rail. “What’s she done this time?”

      “Oh, nothing.” Emmaline twirled a lock of purple hair between her fingers. “Just her usual. She made a joke about me looking like the queen of the grapes.” She gestured at her purple dress.

      I rolled my eyes. Louella Davenport was Emmaline’s social rival… sort of. Emmaline had told me she’d tried to make friends with her at first. But Emmaline, though a princess of the Air Kingdom, didn’t fit the typical royal mold. Which was probably why she and I got along the best of all Hank’s sisters-in-law. Louella, the tall, blonde, dewy-skinned princess from the Earth Kingdom held some serious social clout. A posse of lesser royalty always hovered around her. They tended to her every whim and of course joined in being nasty to Emmaline, who Louella had chosen to target.

      “Well, that was a dumb joke.”

      Emmaline sniffed and said in a small voice, “Cas laughed.”

      Frustration with Hank’s brother tightened my chest. “If Cas has a fault, it’s that he’s a people pleaser. I’m sure he was just trying to humor Louella, but he should have thought about how that’d make you feel.” I caught myself and pressed a hand to my cheek. “I’m so sorry—that’s your husband, and a prince. I shouldn’t have said that.”

      Emmaline grinned. “That’s okay. It made me feel better.”

      I gently squeezed her wrist. “You sure you don’t want to head in?”

      “No, but you should go ahead. I’m sure Hank’s waiting for you.” She winked. “I’ll be right behind you.” She waved me off with a smile. “Go on now.”

      I nodded and pushed off the railing, my champagne in one hand and my clutch tucked under my elbow. I focused on my small, careful steps as I teetered across the balcony. I popped open my clutch and handed the servant at the door my invitation. He waved me in and I stepped into the bustling ballroom. A small orchestra played on a raised stage at the back of the long room, while couples twirled across the dance floor in front of them, and buffet tables piled high with delicacies lined the perimeter. I moved through the groups of partygoers, looking right and left for Hank. One good thing about these shoes—they raised me up so I could see over the crowd better. A flash of light caught my eye. A photographer snapped a photograph of a middle-aged couple, while beside her Madeline L’Orange asked questions and jotted down notes with her magical hovering quill. I found Amelia, all in white, threading her way through the crowd with an assistant on her heels. I kept scanning and finally spotted Prince Cas. I grinned. And there was Hank beside him—I’d know the back of that wavy brunet head anywhere.

      I slid through the groups of guests until I stood beside Hank and bumped my shoulder against his. He turned and his face brightened when he saw me. “Imogen.” He smiled. “I waited for you, but your note said you needed more time to get ready, so I hope—” He stopped dead as he really took me in. His face grew serious and his eyes focused in on mine. He moved closer. “You look—”

      His hungry gaze made the heat rush to my face… and other places. I suddenly wished Hank and I could sneak off together for some much-needed alone time… that didn’t involve dead bodies in attics.

      Cas threw his arm around his younger brother’s neck, effectively ending our moment. I stifled a sigh. “Hi, Cas.” I gave a little wave.

      “Imogen!” He flashed his charming white smile and shook Hank. “Hope Harold here is being a gentleman.”

      I gave him a tight smile that morphed into a frown as he pulled Hank’s head down and gave him a noogie. Hank pulled himself free and smoothed his wild hair back. He shot Cas a look.

      Cas lifted his palms, his blue eyes sparkling. “What? Sorry, that’s right, you go by Hank now.”

      Hank gave him a good natured grin and shook his head. “A noogie, Cas? Really?” He slid closer to me and wrapped an arm around my waist. My chest relaxed. Everything just seemed a lot better all of a sudden.

      “Psh.” Cas rolled his eyes. “Just having some fun, these things are so stiff and formal. Lighten up, little brother.”

      Hank bent low and whispered against my ear, “I hexed his drink.” He jerked his head at the whiskey glass in Cas’s hand.

      I gaped up at him, my eyes twinkling. “You didn’t?”

      He nodded. “A simple bladder curse—he’ll think he has to go every five minutes.”

      I chuckled. “How devious of you.”

      Hank’s eyes sparkled. “I know it’s juvenile, but he started it.”

      I laughed out loud, then quickly covered my mouth as guests turned to look at me. I whispered up at Hank, “Well, you’ve got to fight fire with fire, you know.”

      Hank frowned. “That’s taking it a little far, don’t you think? I mean, he just gave me a noogie.”

      I laughed and put a hand on his arm. “Human saying.”

      “Ah.” He grinned at me, then whispered in my ear again. It sent goose bumps up my arms and raised the hairs on my neck. “Want to get out of here soon?”

      I turned my head so that my cheek rested against his warm one. “More than you know.”

      Cas startled me. “Hey, Imogen, have you seen Emmaline?”

      I jumped and it took my mind a moment to come out of the fantasies I’d already started to spin. “Oh uh—yeah, actually. She’s out on the balcony.”

      He frowned.

      I raised my brows. “I think she’d really love it if you went and found her.”

      “Hm, yeah.” Cas turned and spoke to his father.

      I stiffened. I hadn’t realized King Roch was right behind him. The man always put me on edge. Francis, too, hovered beside the king and Rhonda, who was decked out in a velvet jumpsuit and thigh-high boots. Go, Rhonda.

      “Father, please excuse me, I’ll be right back.” Cas bowed his head and took a step away, but the king shot his arm out and grabbed his son.

      “Caspian, where are you going? You can’t leave now, we were just discussing the cloud vapor trade with the head councilor here.” His pale blue eyes bored holes into his son.

      Cas’s throat bobbed. “And I wouldn’t miss it, but I need to find Emmaline.” He turned to the waiting councilor. “I’ll just be a minute.”

      King Roch sneered. “Your wife can wait. You wouldn’t want to be rude, now would you?”

      Cas glanced at the king’s hand on his arm. His fingers dug into Cas’s dress uniform sleeve. Then his eyes slid toward the balcony. He let out a breath. “Of course not, sir.” He plastered a bright smile on his face that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Please, councilor, go on?”

      I shot Hank a concerned look. I rose on my toes and cupped a hand to his ear. “No offense, but your dad’s the worst.”

      He pressed his eyes shut and gave me an emphatic nod. His eyes opened and slid to his father, who clapped a hand on Cas’s back, hard, and sent him lurching forward. “Even with Cas, his favorite….” Hank pressed his lips tight together and shook his head.

      “Hey, sorry I brought it up.” I bit my lip as I searched for an idea, something to lighten the mood. Ah! “Have you tried the dew drop fountain?”

      Hank’s eyes twinkled.

      I cocked my head to the side. “Could be good…. Emmaline said I had to try it.”

      Hank straightened and offered me his arm. “Well, if Emmaline said so….”

      I grinned and slid my hand around his arm. Those muscles….

      “Lead the way.”

      Suddenly I lost the urge for the dew drop fountain, and wanted to lead Hank off to a secluded part of the royal gardens where we could be alone and….

      “Uh!” I jerked as a hard shoulder bumped into my back. Hank caught me against him and kept me upright. I glanced down at my wet toes—I’d spilled a little champagne.

      “’Pologies, miss,” a low voice slurred.

      I turned, Hank’s big hands still around my shoulders, to find a short, round, balding man behind me. He roughly swiped at his wet tuxedo shirt with a stained handkerchief, which he shoved in his pocket, though part of it still stuck out. The man grabbed my hand in his moist ones and pressed his lips to it—and held them there. I pulled my hand back, but he held tight. I curled my lip, annoyed. I felt Hank’s chest expand as he took in a slow, deep breath of air and held it.

      “Let her go.”

      The edge to his voice surprised me. I turned to find Hank’s eyes dark and fixed with piercing intensity on the round drunk guy. The lights overhead flickered. The crowd murmured.

      I frowned. “Uh… Hank? It’s fine.” I yanked my hand back.

      After another moment, Hank exhaled and his face relaxed. The lights returned to full brightness. Okaaayyy… that was kinda freaky.

      “Harry, that wasn’t you, was it?” Hank’s mother, Queen Edith, slid up and stood at Hank’s elbow. “The lights?”

      “Oh, uh.” Hank looked down and cleared his throat.

      Strange that Hank had done that—and was so disconcerted about it. I scratched my neck. “It must’ve been some shortage in the… uh… electrical spell for the generator….” I had no idea what I was saying.

      “Oh, Imogen.” His mother smiled wide at me without showing her teeth and her blue eyes narrowed to tiny slits. “I didn’t see you there.” She patted at the chignon she’d swept her graying blonde hair into.

      My eyes shifted side to side. I mean, I was standing in Hank’s arms. How did she not see me? I reluctantly pulled back from Hank’s arms and stood beside him.

      “You know, my little Harry here used to do that kind of thing all the time. His brothers would smash his favorite toy and he’d lose his temper and before you knew it, the lights would be flickering, the ground shaking, the forest uprooting.” She tittered and pinched his arm. “My little troublemaker. We thought the palace had a poltergeist for a bit there.”

      Hank pressed his eyes shut and sighed. “Mother.”

      “Did you say forest?” I lifted a finger. Maybe Hank’s out-of-control powers had been a little more serious than I’d assumed.

      “I always said boys will be boys.” Queen Edith pressed a gloved finger to her pink lips. “Let’s not talk of this more though.” She glanced over her shoulder to where King Roch stood speaking with Cas and the councilor. “Harry’s father couldn’t understand it then, and can’t take any talk of it now.” She sobered. “It puts him in quite an unpleasant mood.”

      I frowned.

      “My goodness, is this your sister?” The drunk man who’d bumped into me winked at the queen. He held a hand out to her. “I don’t believe we’ve been introduced.”

      Hank and I exchanged flat looks, but the queen giggled a little behind her hand. It turned into a yawn. I grinned—the woman was eternally in need of a nap. She offered her other hand to the round guy and he bent low and pressed his lips to it. He bowed so low in fact that he swayed and nearly toppled over, but saved himself by stumbling a few steps to one side.

      “Pardon. I’m Sir Henrick Finkle. And you are?”

      She batted her lashes. “Queen Edith of the Water Kingdom.”

      Henrick pressed a pudgy hand to his chest, a champagne stain still visible on his shirt. “My goodness, how lovely to meet you.” He turned and waved frantically. “You just have to meet my associate. Urs, get over here.”

      I flashed my eyes at Hank. “Urs? As in…?”

      “It appears so.” Hank slid his arm around my waist and I stepped beside him as Urs Volker walked stiffly up to our little group. He stood with his hands linked behind his back and gave us a curt bow. His brows jumped a little when he noticed Hank and me.

      “Ah. Goot evenink.”

      Hank offered his hand. “Good to see you again, Urs.”

      Urs blinked his gray eyes and shook Hank’s hand. I offered him mine next and he took it and nodded at me. Then he straightened, squared his shoulders, and clasped his hands behind his back again. His buzz-cut white-blond hair contrasted with his jet-black military uniform, which was trimmed in the Air Kingdom colors of white and silver.

      “You’ve already met?” Henrick snorted. “Wonderful!” He clapped his hands together. “Well then, as you know, Urs is gunning to be Carclaustra’s new warden.”

      The mention of the prison made my stomach clench with nerves. I glanced at Hank. I hated keeping Horace’s plan from him, and our involvement in it—but I had to keep him safe. I nodded to myself, remembering some wise wizard’s advice. Keep it secret, keep him safe… or something like that. I narrowed my eyes and searched my memory. Was that from Lord of the Rings?

      Urs dipped his chin. “I am not gunnink. I haf been performing za duties of za varden since Bernhardt Beckham’s murder.” His eyes slid to me. “I thank you for your assistance een capturink hees killer.”

      I nodded in response.

      Henrick rose on his toes and plucked a new champagne flute from a passing waiter. He took a swig and shook a finger at Urs. “Now, now. You’re a modest man, but don’t tell me you don’t want the job.”

      “Eet ees unfortunate zat Bernhardt ees gone. But een hees absence, I vish our Carclaustra to continue to serf eets fery eemportant role een keepink za kingdom’s most dangerous criminals avay from za public.” Urs cleared his throat. “And I belief zat I haf za mosht experience and in-depth knowledge of za prison.”

      Henrick spoke behind his hand to Hank, the queen, and me. “All right, all right—save it for the job interview.”

      Urs squared his shoulders. “Za public’s safety ees no joke. Za varden has to be villink to lay down hees life for za goot of za kingdoms.”

      I gulped. Man, my mouth was feeling quite dry all of a sudden. I took a swig of bubbly champagne. “Wow.” I eyed the muscled man with the deadly serious face. “You take your job quite seriously.”

      “Ja.” He pressed his mouth into a firm line. “Carclaustra keeps only za vorst of za vorst. Zey are monsters who haf done unthinkable things.”

      I snugged up closer to Hank and he held me tighter.

      Urs’s gray eyes blazed. “I vill do vatever it takes to keep zem locked inside.” He slammed a fist into his palm and I jumped.

      Hank bent his head to whisper in my ear. “You okay?”

      I nodded and tried to play it cool. “Oh, yeah.” Hank looked at me another moment, a little crease of concern between his brows, then turned back to the conversation. Meanwhile, I felt as though my insides had turned to ice. Urs was hard as nails, and no fool either. This was the man, expert in hand-to-hand combat and possessing a lifetime of military and prison knowledge, that we, a group of bakers, had to outsmart. I wanted to cry.

      Henrick swayed on his feet. “While that’s all very admiral.” He frowned and tried again. “Admirable. You still have to get the job first, old boy!” He clapped Urs on the arm and Urs’s cold gray eyes slid toward him.

      Henrick missed the stony glare as he turned back to us. “I am on the prison board and we have yet to decide which candidate will be running the prison.”

      Queen Edith pressed a gloved hand to her collarbone. “Why, I can’t imagine a man more intimidating than this Urs Volker, here. Surely he’s the most qualified to keep all those dangerous criminals at bay.”

      Henrick chuckled. “Intimidating, he is. Did you know he has a nickname? Tell them. Tell them your nickname, Urs.” He grinned up at Urs, whose eyes only narrowed. Henrick cleared his throat. “His subordinates call him ‘the bear.’”

      Queen Edith nodded, impressed. I felt like I might be ill as I considered going head-to-head with him during the prison break Horace had planned.

      “But you know.” Henrick folded his arms across himself. “Being warden isn’t all about running the prison.”

      “It’s not?” Queen Edith blinked.

      Henrick shook his head. “There are politics involved too of course—though you know all about that.” He winked at her and she grinned.

      I turned to Hank and spoke behind my hand. “Your dad better watch out.”

      He chuckled.

      “The prison needs funding and donors and supporters.” Henrick spread his arms wide. “Now Beckham—there was a man who knew how to work a crowd, how to leverage connections….”

      I muttered to Hank again. “How to blackmail….”

      Hank choked on his champagne and flashed his eyes at me as he fought a smile.

      “But a man nicknamed ‘the bear’?” Henrick gave an exaggerated grimace. “Er. Bears aren’t known for their social graces. So that’s what we’re working on, right, Urs?” He clapped Urs’s arm again and I marveled at Henrick’s bravery… or maybe just stupidity. “We need a warden who knows the prison world, but can also charm and win over the public outside those black walls.”

      A muscle in Urs’s jaw jumped. I had a feeling he wasn’t a huge fan of working on that aspect of the job.

      Queen Edith twirled her string of pearls around a finger. “Mr. Volker, I’ve always wondered what it’s like inside the prison. Is it true that no one but guards and prisoners have ever been inside?”

      Urs’s cold eyes slid to the queen. He gave a curt nod. “True.”

      She giggled. “Such a mystery.”

      I frowned. “Not even Henrick or the rest of the prison board?”

      “Well, we prefer to monitor from—” Henrick tugged at his shirt collar.

      “Nein. None of za board has entered za prison.”

      I raised my brows. Wow. How in the four seas did Horace plan for us to get in? And no wonder Madeline L’Orange wanted the scoop on the place—if no one had ever been allowed in, not even the board overseeing the place, there would be no checks on how the guards treated anyone inside.

      “Has anyone ever escaped?” Queen Edith bit her lip and leaned forward, her eyes alight.

      I grinned to myself. Too bad the kingdoms didn’t have television—I’d bet she would have loved all those true crime shows.

      “Nein.” Urs lifted his dimpled chin. “No prisoner has ever eshcapt.”

      I took another swig of champagne. “None? Ever?” Our chances of pulling off Horace’s plan, whatever it was, were looking slimmer and slimmer.

      Urs shook his head. “Ve had one prisoner released.” He scowled. “But eet vas not oon eshcape!”

      I looked down. What was the story there?

      “Othervise, efery prisoner who has entered Carclaustra’s valls ees either shtill zere, or ees dead.”

      Goose bumps prickled my arms.

      “What would happen if someone tried to escape?” Queen Edith’s big blue eyes sparkled with excitement as she bit her lip.

      Keep it in your pants, Edith.

      Urs blinked. “Eet vould be a compromise of prison security to detail our protocols for za—”

      Henrick waved a hand. “Oh for goodness sakes, Urs, what were we just talking about? Eh? Schmooze a little. This is the queen of the Water Kingdom, her son, and his girlfriend. What are they gonna do? Break in?”

      Henrick and the queen laughed. I tried to cover my frozen insides by joining in.

      “HA HA HA!” I slapped my thigh. “Good one! As if!”

      Everyone’s confused eyes slid toward me. I cleared my throat and grew suddenly very interested in the nearly empty champagne flute in my hand.

      “You all right?” Hank nudged my shoulder.

      I squeezed my eyes shut and nodded a few times. “Oh yeah. So good.”

      As soon as he looked away, I let my face relax into its true state, an expression of pure terror.

      Urs frowned. The lines on his forehead and at the corners of his eyes deepened. “Fery vell.” He sighed and fixed his hard eyes on the queen. “Eef a prisoner attempted to eschape and actually managed to break out of za containment theatre…”

      Containment theatre? That didn’t sound good.

      “…vich zey vouldn’t,” he added, “zey vould be met with debilitating shpells.” He karate chopped one hand into the palm of the other.

      I dipped my chin to avoid eye contact and sipped what was left of my champagne.

      “My guarts, trained een hand-to-hand combat, vould de-arm za perpetrator, zen—”

      I lifted a finger. “Excuse me, but do you mean disarm?”

      His steely gaze slid to me. “I meant vat I said. De-arm zem, as een rip zer limbs from zer body.”

      I choked on my drink.

      He looked back at the queen. “Zey vould find zemselves een za dark, een a maze of corridors and chambers full of zer vorst horrors. No vone vould eshcape. And eef zey did, ver vould zey go?” He looked from person to person. I averted my eyes when he turned to me. Urs clasped his hands behind his back. “Za prison vas designed to be uneschcapable. Eet ees an island een za middle of za shky. Za prisoner who managed to elude me vould only plummet to zer death many kilometers below.”

      I swiped my hand across my forehead to clear the cold sweat I’d broken into. A moment of quiet followed Urs’s speech, filled only by the chatter of the guests around us and the lilting music of the orchestra.

      Henrich cleared his throat. “Well, that was certainly, uh, descriptive.”

      The queen, her cheeks flushed, let out a breathy sigh. “Wonderful. Just wonderful.”

      I frowned. Which part exactly was she referring to? The death plummet? I fanned myself.

      Hank raised his thick brows at me. “Honestly—are you all right?”

      I opened my mouth, but was saved from answering when Hank’s father, the imposing King Roch, appeared at Queen Edith’s side. She dropped the pearls she’d been twirling and the color drained from her cheeks. She moved to the side and slightly behind him. Cas, another of Hank’s brothers, Tristan, and Louella Davenport, with her entourage of a couple of debutantes, joined us as well. The king snapped his fingers and Francis narrowed his eyes, but floated forward.

      Rhonda glared at the king’s back. “I’m getting some punch.” She sauntered off.

      King Roch surveyed our group with the stern frown he always wore. When his eyes drifted to us, Hank stiffened. I squeezed his arm. The king’s lip curled in disdain when he saw me, the lines on his forehead deepening.

      “What are we all talking about?” His deep voice cut through our silence.

      No one spoke, and I kept my mouth closed. I certainly wasn’t going to attract his attention any more than I had to.

      “Nothing, apparently,” Tristan quipped. He was slighter than Hank, though just as tall, and particular about his appearance.

      Louella sneered, which on her pretty face actually came off as an attractive look. So annoying. “Shocking, with such fascinating company.” Her eyes slid to me and the girls at her sides giggled.

      Nuh-uh. I was not going to be one of her targets. I waved my fingers at her and plastered a huge smile on my face. “Hi, Louella!”

      She frowned at my direct address.

      “What was that? I didn’t quite catch that?” I cupped a hand to my ear and she scowled, but went quiet. Good.

      Hank turned to me. “You’re kind of scary, you know?”

      I grinned back. I wasn’t really, but not having grown up in the kingdoms and certainly not in the aristocratic crowd, I didn’t know all the little social rules, and didn’t care to. And that gave me the advantage of not really caring what these people thought of me. I frowned when I noticed Emmaline still wasn’t at Cas’s side. Hopefully she’d learn to stand up to Louella.

      Henrick cleared his throat and extended a hand to the king. “Why, you must be this young lady’s husband.” He looked from the queen to the king and then down at his waiting hand.  I cringed as the moment went on too long. King Roch stared him down. Henrick dropped his arm, cleared his throat again, and then adjusted the bow tie at his throat.

      King Roch nodded at Urs.

      Urs folded into a bow and straightened. “Ve vere shpeaking of Carclaustra.”

      “Ah.” The king clapped his ring-studded hands together. “One of my favorite places.”

      I cocked a brow. Seriously?

      The king stroked his gray-and-white beard. “I trust all is in order?”

      Urs bowed his head. “Off courze, your majesty.”

      “Good.” King Roch’s eyes landed on the medals at Urs’s shoulder. His expression went flat. “I made all my boys go into the military.” His nostrils flared as he looked at Cas, Tristan, and Hank. “Not one’s still in. Not one.” His eyes narrowed. “I thought it would make men of them.”

      Cas cleared his throat. “Well, we’re all trained in combat and can handle ourselves. You saw to that, Father.”

      I liked Cas, but man, what a suck-up.

      Tristan folded his arms. “Our talents would have been wasted if we’d stayed in the military.” He smirked. “Though Hank would have made good cannon fodder.”

      Hank paled, but as all eyes swung to him he managed a light tone. “If I remember correctly, weren’t you the one afraid of fireworks?”

      Cas laughed and slapped Hank on the back. Even the queen peeked out from around her husband and smiled.

      But Tristan’s face hardened. “Well, at least I wasn’t a sickly weakling.” He fake pouted. “Poor wittle Harry, only just a boy and deathly ill. No one even thought you’d survive.” He scoffed. “Like the military would’ve even taken you.”

      My mouth hung open and I felt the tension rise in the group. The king’s face reddened and his eyes blazed. Louella lit up, no doubt soaking up every moment for gossip later. I knew this because I’d heard her gossiping about everyone else she knew at a few royal teas.

      I licked my lips and spoke quietly to Hank. “Were you really that sick? You almost died?”

      He gulped and lowered his voice. “I, uh, haven’t told you that before?”

      “No.”

      He looked down at me. “I’m really sorry. It’s another one of my family’s taboo subjects and I’m just so used to it making people look at me differently that I—” He shook his head. “I should have told you.”

      My heart wrenched. Come on. I lifted my palms. “You know what? It’s totally okay that you didn’t tell me right away, because you told me now and you had your own timeline. I understand that you had your own reasons and I respect that and don’t blame you. At all.”

      He shot me a quizzical look.

      Maybe I’d laid it on a little thick. I plastered on a smile. “Nothing.”

      The queen breathed out a forced laugh. “Let’s not speak of this—this isn’t party talk.” She shook her head at Tristan. “You know how your father feels about this subject.” Her eyes darted to the king, as if looking for approval. He ignored her. She flashed a bright smile at Henrick. “You know how brothers can be when—”

      “Oh wait.” Tristan glared at Hank. “But then you miraculously healed and were totally out of control. I’m sure the military would have loved a freak like you, exploding things every time we smashed one of your fancy pies and—”

      “Enough.” King Roch’s low, deep voice silenced his son. Queen Edith jumped and slipped back behind him. I froze and held tight to Hank’s arm.

      Tristan rolled his eyes, then turned to Louella. “Hank used to love to bake. Can you imagine?”

      She giggled behind her hand.

      “He even wore this frilly apron and—”

      I stomped my foot. “No, he didn’t.”

      All eyes turned to me and I suddenly realized I’d spoken aloud without meaning to. I gulped and felt my heartbeat throbbing in my temples. I looked at Tristan and did my best to ignore King Roch’s piercing gaze boring into me.

      Hank dipped his head to my ear. “Imogen, it’s fine, you don’t have to defend me.”

      I took a shaky breath. “So what? He likes to bake.”

      “Imogen.” Hank’s voice held a note of pleading, but I wasn’t going to let them insult him and put him down like this.

      I lifted my palms. “I’m a baker, too. It’s creative and fulfilling and—and fun.”

      Louella rolled her eyes.

      “Likes? He likes to bake? As in, still does?” Cas raised his brows at me.

      I frowned and thought about what I’d said. Sea snakes! I’d forgotten that Hank kept that from his family—they all thought he’d given it up as a kid. My chest tightened. I swallowed and scrambled for a way to recover. “I meant, he liked to bake and still supports it, you know, as a way to—to bring prestige and recognition to the Water Kingdom.”

      Louella scoffed. “Earth bakers are renowned throughout the kingdoms.” She played with her diamond necklace. “Water’s nothing to Earth.”

      I gritted my jaw. “Well, that’s why Hank wants to open a baking school. So that the kingdoms can see what talent we have right here, and to foster it.” I smiled, full of pride for my boyfriend. But as I looked around the circle I saw only flat looks. I glanced up at Hank. He looked down and held a hand over his mouth. I frowned. “Hank?” My voice came out quiet.

      King Roch practically growled. “Baking school?” His chest heaved as he shot daggers at his son. “I told you to drop that.”

      Hank’s throat bobbed as he kept his eyes on the ground. “Yes, sir.”

      I leaned close and whispered, “I’m sorry.” My stomach twisted. I truly was.

      Hank shook his head. “Don’t be.” He took a couple of breaths, and his mouth hardened. He squared his shoulders and looked up at his father. “It’s just, I believe in our bakers and think we should foster the art. Baking, like the military, teaches discipline, hard work, attention to detail. Bakers wake up at four in the morning, every morning. They work for hours in a hot kitchen, and even a minor change in one ingredient can completely—”

      King Roch cut him off. He enunciated each word with his lips curled back and his face deeply red. “Enough. You are embarrassing me.”

      I bit my lip and dug my fingernails into my palm. I’d felt bad at first about spilling the beans about Hank’s dream. But now I was just angry because his family was a bunch of flotsam-faced detritus.

      Hank let out a shaky breath. I glanced down. He held his hands clenched into fists at his sides, his arms stiff and a vein popping at his neck. For the second time that night, the floating lanterns overhead flickered and the ballroom dimmed. Murmurs and gasps went up from the crowd, and the orchestral music faltered.

      King Roch’s eyes blazed in the semidarkness as he hissed at Hank. “Don’t. You. Dare.”

      The lights came back on, full strength, as Hank swayed on his feet. His chest heaved as he glanced around the circle. Louella and Tristan gaped, the queen cowered, and Henrick and Urs watched with narrow eyes. Cas alone seemed concerned like me.

      “You okay, brother?”

      Hank shook his head and hiked his shoulders. “I-I’m sorry, everyone, please excuse me.” He looked back at me with wide eyes. “I’m sorry.” Then he took off. He slid through the dense crowd and disappeared before I realized what he was doing. I blinked and rose on my toes trying to find him. He’d left? I’d better go after him.

      I opened my mouth to make my excuses, when Emmaline appeared at my side between Cas and me. With a bright, forced smile she looked around the tense group. “What’d I miss?”
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      I covered a yawn with the back of my hand, then groaned and rubbed my eyes.

      “Party too hard last night, future princess?” Iggy cackled. He sat in his lantern on the gleaming white marble countertop of the Air Kingdom’s royal bakery.

      I scrubbed my face and groaned in answer.

      Maple moved over to me and patted my back. “She had a long night.” She gave Iggy a “be nice” look.

      Annie moved from one shining white cupboard to the next, opening each and poking around. She glanced back at me across the massive island and grinned. “My grandmother taught me a wonderful cure for a hangover, if you like?”

      Wiley scoffed. “And where was that when we were in the Mermaid Kingdom?”

      Annie grinned mischievously, and turned back to a cupboard full of silver mixing bowls.

      We’d just been shown to the modern, nearly sterile bakery by a palace servant and left to get oriented ourselves. Apparently the Air Kingdom bakers were savoring every moment of their weeklong spring vacation and couldn’t be bothered to help us out.

      “It’s not an alcohol thing.” I yawned again. “It’s a sleep thing.” Hank hadn’t been lying about us waking up at four in the morning… every morning. “I miss my eight o’clock bedtime.”

      Maple leaned her elbows on the smooth countertop and bit her bottom lip. “How was it?” She sighed to herself. “An Air Kingdom ball.”

      I shook my head. “Not what you’d expect.” I hadn’t been able to find Hank after he’d bolted. I looked for him for a while, then ultimately just went back to my room. But I hadn’t been able to sleep. I tossed and turned, kept up by a mix of emotions—concern for Hank, hurt that he’d just left me, and of course worry over the impending prison break-in.

      Yann pushed a button and a wood panel, stained nearly black, slid to the side, revealing a recessed wall oven. “Whoa. Dees keetchen ees full of surprises.”

      Annie bounced on her heels. “I like the padded cork floors. It’ll be a lot nicer on my hips than our marble ones back home.”

      The countertop formed a U shape around the high-ceilinged room. The walls, ceiling, and countertops all gleamed white and clean, with some cupboard doors and panels stained black. The natural cork floors and the entire wall of windows behind me lent the space a clean, airy feel.

      I fiddled with the iron ring at the top of Iggy’s lantern. “Urs Volker was there last night.”

      Everyone froze.

      “The prison guy?” Wiley slid up behind Maple.

      I nodded. “We talked about Carclaustra.”

      Maple’s eyes widened and Annie and Sam turned away from the pantry to listen. Annie’d been piling Sam’s arms full of jars of flours and sugar and other dry goods we might need. He peeked around the stack he held.

      Maple squeezed my wrist. “Were you scared?”

      I scoffed. “Not until he started detailing all the horrible things that would happen to any prisoner who tried to escape.” My voice echoed off the clean, hard surfaces and walls.

      “A little fear isn’t a bad thing,” a low voice said from behind me.

      I shrieked and spun around. Yann and Wiley shouted, Sam whimpered, and Maple gasped. Horace stood before the floor-to-ceiling windows. The Air Kingdom spread out behind him, islands in the sky with airships zipping between them. He strode forward. “Good. You’re all here.”

      I froze as he approached. Annie corralled Sam and Yann behind her and glared at my brother. He wore his usual all-black suit and shirt, which highlighted his tall and trim build. The heels of his black boots clipped softly across the cork floor until he stood at the open part of the U-shaped kitchen, effectively trapping us. He looked down his upturned nose at us, his full lips in a grim line, his sharp jawline and cheekbones highlighted by the overhead lamps. I blinked at him. I couldn’t decide if he was quite handsome, or just quite odd-looking.

      He lifted the rolled papers in his hand. “I came to discuss our plan.”

      Annie huffed. “We have baking to do.”

      His half-closed eyes slid to her. “You’ll do it later.”

      She opened her mouth as if to talk back, but closed it and pursed her lips instead.

      “How did you get in here?” Wiley scowled at him.

      Horace gave him a lazy once-over. “That again?” He lifted his eyes and gave a slight shake of his head. “I can change my appearance and physicality at will. I can draw on an unlimited amount of magical power.” He looked around the room. “You all need to start thinking bigger.”

      I folded my arms. “Like break into the kingdoms’ most highly secured prison, big?”

      His lip curled. “Precisely.”

      I frowned. “Last night Urs Volker said no one had ever broken out of the prison before.”

      “That doesn’t mean it isn’t possible.”

      Wiley slammed his hand on the counter, which made Maple and me jump. “That’s exactly what it means.” He gestured around the room. “And even if it is possible, it’s not going to be for a bunch of bakers.”

      “You’d better hope you’re wrong.” Horace stared Wiley down until Wiley’s face slackened and his shoulders slumped.

      “Anyone else?” Horace’s eyes slid left and right. “No? Then let’s review our plan.” He blinked. “And do pay attention.” He strode up to the kitchen island and waved a hand. He magically swept all the bowls and utensils we’d piled there to the side. They clattered to the floor.

      Annie planted her hands on her hips. “Hey!”

      As a bowl rolled across the floor and clunked against the wall, Horace ignored her and spread the blueprints of the prison out on the hard surface. He blinked and a couple of bowls, a salt shaker, and a bag of sugar rose from the floor and weighted down the four corners.

      “Gather round, children.”

      I brought Iggy and plunked his lantern on the island in front of me. I stood nearest to Horace on his right, though I left him a wide berth, while everyone else arranged themselves as far away from him as possible. I leaned forward and eyed the papers. Blue lines sketched out one floor of the prison. The perimeter formed the shape of a large oval, with concentric rings inside.

      “Are these hallways?”

      Horace blinked. “Yes. This is the first floor. There are seven others.”

      Maple’s face fell. “Seven?”

      “The hallways form a maze. This is the current layout, though construction is underway to form this.” Horace magically flipped to a new page.

      “It looks the same to me.” I shook my head.

      “It’s not.” Horace folded his long hands on the countertop’s edge. “They are remodeling older parts with new magical technology. I’m not sure how far along they are, so the prison layout might look like this now, or it might still look like this.” He snapped his fingers and the initial paper shuffled back to the top. “Or it might be some combination of both of them, if they’re still in the process.”

      Wiley folded his long arms. “In other words, we have no idea and these are basically useless.”

      Horace blinked at him. “You will be memorizing both plans to give you the best chance of navigating your way through.”

      Yann buried his face in his enormous hands, and Iggy snorted.

      “Imogen got lost in the Fire Kingdom riad every day. And you expect her to memorize two different schematics of seven different floors of a place designed to be a maze.” He cackled. “Good luck.”

      “Your confidence in me is overwhelming.” I shook my head at my magical flame.

      Horace leaned forward. “Perhaps she could use some help then?”

      Iggy cackled. “Oh, she could use a lot of help.”

      “It’s settled. You’ll accompany her.”

      Iggy’s eyes opened wide and his flame dimmed. “That’s not what I—”

      “Let’s go over the outline of the plan.” He sighed. “Though I certainly uncovered a vast quantity of weaknesses, I have to assume Imogen’s chosen to ally herself with you all due to some hidden strengths, which for your sakes will hopefully become evident.”

      Sam blinked through his thick glasses. “I can become a snake.”

      Horace stared at him for several long moments. “Good for you.”

      I cleared my throat. “Look. Again, your beef is with me.” Hopefully that human saying translated. I gulped. “I volunteer to go in.”

      Maple grabbed my hand. “Imogen. No.”

      “How noble of you.” Horace planted his hands on the edge of the island countertop and leaned in. “But you’re all going in.”

      Gasps and cries sounded from my friends.

      Horace held up a hand until it grew quiet. I pursed my lips together and tried to slow my breathing.

      “You’ll need to find a way to get in.”

      I opened my mouth to protest, but my brother held up his hand again and I decided to hear him out before I shouted down his insane plan. I wanted to see just how insane it was first.

      “You’ll find a way in. You will get to the control room, immobilize the guards inside, and convince them to open the door to the containment theatre. Once inside, you will retrieve your targets, Pritney and Nate, and use a portal mirror, which you’ll find a way to conceal, to escape.”

      I leaned in and waited for more.

      Horace sniffed. “Questions?”

      Annie laughed out loud.

      Yann raised a finger. “How?”

      I shook my head. “This? This is your grand plan? If you want to kill us, just do it now.”

      He narrowed his pale eyes at me.

      “Or not. You could wait.” I suddenly found my fingernails fascinating.

      Wiley sneered. “I hear a lot of ‘you will’s’ in there.” He jerked a hand in Horace’s direction. “And where are you in all of this? Since this is our plan?” He twirled his finger in a circle.

      Yeah. Good question, Wiley. I turned to Horace.

      He blinked. “I’ll be eagerly awaiting your safe return.”

      My jaw dropped. “You—” I was so angry I had to close my mouth, take a breath, and start again. “You’re not even going in with us? Why not?”

      Horace cleared his throat, but the only answer he gave was to stare me down with his half-closed lids.

      Annie doubled over and laughed so hard that barely any sound came out.

      Yann eyed her warily. “I do not find thees funny.”

      She wiped a tear from her eye. “Oh. It’s not. We’re all gonna die.” She burst into laughter again.

      Maple and I exchanged looks.

      Iggy shook his head. “Okay. Annie’s lost it.” He sighed. “But she’s right. We’re all gonna die.”

      Sam rubbed himself against the wall as if scratching an itch. I frowned. “Is he trying to shed his skin?”

      Maple nodded at me, her eyes round. “I think he’s a little stressed.” She gripped my arm tight. “We all are.”

      My brother cleared his throat. “Finished with your outbursts?”

      Wiley pounded a fist against the countertop and leaned his tall frame toward Horace. He bared his teeth. “I haven’t even started. How can you—”

      Horace talked over him. “Let me remind you that yesterday was the first day of the spring celebration. You have until the end of your week’s stay here to break into Carclaustra. I suggest you spend what little time you have creating a plan instead of whining like children.”

      Wiley’s nostrils flared and his chest heaved as he stared down Horace. But he kept his mouth shut.

      “First,” Horace looked at each of us, “you’ll need to find a way in.”’

      I shook my head. “Madeline L’Orange.” I turned to the others. “The journalist. She told me even she couldn’t get in, and she has credentials. Not even the prison board is allowed inside. How do you expect us to do it? We’re bakers, what excuse could we possibly have?”

      “Maybe we make a ssspecial sssurprissse for the prisonersss?” Sam lifted both index fingers. “Or for the guardsss.”

      I nodded. “Good thought, Sam. We’d have to think up a reason for them to let us in.” I glared at Horace. “All of us, apparently.”

      He shrugged, but only watched us with his intelligent, calculating eyes.

      Annie folded her arms across her apron. “For the record, I am vehemently against this.” She sighed. “But if we must…. Maybe once we got there, one of us could faint or have some sort of attack. They’d rush us to the infirmary.” She narrowed her eyes at Horace. “Is there an infirmary?”

      Horace gave a slight nod and pointed at a spot on the map. The room sat in one of the inner rings of the seventh floor. He flicked a finger and the sheet of paper changed out for another one, which showed the outline of the third floor. “The entrance to the containment theatre is here. If your plan succeeded, you’d be led deep into the prison, but you’d still be several floors away.”

      I nodded at Annie. “It’s a great thought. Let’s keep brainstorming.”

      My friends all frowned at me.

      “Is that like an aneurism, or…?” Wiley lifted a brow.

      I swiped my hand across my forehead. “It’s a— Never mind, let’s keep coming up with ideas.”

      We talked for another fifteen minutes while Horace mostly just observed. But no one had any plans that topped sneaking in as bakers and faking a medical issue.

      “Okay. Maybe let’s table the how we get in part for now?” I planted my hands on the counter and looked around. My friends nodded back at me. I turned to Horace. “Let’s say we think of a way in. What then?” A part of me still couldn’t believe we were discussing how to break into Carclaustra. I shoved down my rising panic and focused on the task at hand. There would be plenty of time for screaming into my pillow later.

      “You’ll need to find your way to the control room. Guards patrol the hallways, but you’ll need to get there, unseen.” He pointed to the room marked “control room” on the map. It butted up against the containment theatre. “You’ll need to take over this room without the guards sounding the alarm, then convince them by some means to open the chamber to the containment theatre.” His eyes flicked around the room. “Perhaps that’s a job for the bear of a man there.” He blinked at Yann, who paled.

      I shook my head. “So, if we can find our way through the maze without getting caught—”

      Horace titled his head to the side. “You’ll need to memorize both layouts, as I mentioned, and I suggest you all practice your concealment and disguise spells to get through undetected.”

      Wiley scoffed and threw a hand at the blueprints. “Who could memorize that?”

      Iggy sniffed. “Apparently that’s my job.”

      I looked over the schematic. “Okay. So Iggy guides us to the control room. How do we take over a room of armed, trained guards without them sounding the alarm?”

      Horace flashed his eyes. “The element of surprise is your best ally.”

      I shook my head. “Great. No help there. But moving on. The guards open the door to the containment theatre. Then what?”

      Horace tapped a slender finger to the blueprint. “The entrance to the theatre is off the control room on the third floor, but the theatre itself is tall—it spans four stories of the prison.”

      Yann let out a breath of amazement.

      “There is a balcony that runs the perimeter of the third floor with a staircase that zigzags down to the bottom area where the prisoners are kept.”

      “In cells or shackles or…?” Wiley looked to Horace, but my brother ignored him.

      The oval-shaped room took up nearly half the size of the whole prison. I frowned. “Geez. How many prisoners are there?”

      “Unimportant.” Horace tapped the page. “Once inside, you’ll find a single prisoner stationed on the balcony. He or she will be the only conscious one.”

      Annie huffed. “Come again?”

      Horace sighed and looked around at each of us with his bored expression. “The prisoners are kept in a state of unconsciousness for hours, days, sometimes weeks on end. In the control room, they direct the one conscious prisoner to cast a spell which keeps all the others this way. It’s extremely draining for the spell caster, so they can only keep it up for a short while. This benefits the guards, because they never have to go in among the prisoners. They simply slip the conscious prisoner some gruel and water, force them to imprison their peers in their own bodies and minds, and then are so drained they pose no threat. The officers direct the exhausted prisoner to awake the next one, who takes over casting the spell from the balcony and puts the previous caster back to ‘sleep.’ And so the cycle continues… forever.”

      Wiley scoffed. “So they’re all basically napping? Doesn’t sound so bad to me.”

      Horace’s pale eyes slid to Wiley. “It’s almost exactly the opposite. The spell essentially puts the prisoners into hibernation. They can survive weeks on very little food or water. Though kept weak and immobile in body, their minds are very much awake and plunged into a nightmarish world where their worst fears and memories are replayed and amplified. And year after year, their muscles weaken and their bones grow brittle from lack of exercise, while their minds break from the constant torment. The spell keeps them from ever really sleeping so there is no relief, no rest. Their only reprieve from the horrific visions is the hour or so a week, or month, when they’re awoken to climb the balcony and cast the spell over all their withering fellow prisoners.”

      Goose bumps crept up my neck. “How do you know this? Madeline said she could never get anyone to talk and there were only rumors about—”

      “I know.” Horace’s low voice stopped me. “Let’s leave it at that.” Horace pressed his eyes closed for a moment, then continued. “You’ll need to stop the prisoner who’s casting the spell. It should not be difficult. But as soon as you do, all the prisoners below will begin to stir and awaken.” Horace leaned forward and laced his thin fingers together. He gave each of us a hard look. “There are men and women and creatures in that place that even weakened and half-mad make me look like a baby kitten compared to the violence and cruelty that they are not only capable of, but thirst for.”

      I shuddered, and Wiley hugged Maple tighter to his side.

      “You will need to act quickly to find Pritney and Nate. Once you do, they may or may not be responsive. You’ll use a portal mirror and escape through it, smashing it behind you to prevent any of the other prisoners from following.”

      “How do weee get da portal mirror een?” Yann wrung his tanned hands.

      Horace shrugged. “You’ll likely need to shrink it, then enlarge it once you’re ready to escape. But, if at any time the alarm is sounded, an emergency spell will blanket the entire prison, preventing any magic use inside its walls. It won’t stay in effect for more than a few minutes, due to the size of it and the amount of power required, but during that time you’ll be unable to cast any spells. That is why Urs and all his men are trained in hand-to-hand combat, in the event they are unable to use magic.”

      I shook my head. This was an impossible task.

      Horace lifted a brow ever so slightly. “Additionally, the officers and guards will be clad in a specialized armor. It allows magic out, but none in. This way they can cast spells, but the armor deflects any attack magic hurled at them.”

      Wiley pinched the bridge of his nose and Maple trembled. She’d been quiet this whole time.

      Horace turned toward me. I gulped. “This armor is quite effective against every magical creature… except for a swallow.” The corner of his mouth pulled up slightly. “We can pull the magic and life force right out of them, since the armor allows magic out.”

      My chest tightened. “I’m not killing anyone.” I gritted my teeth.

      Horace pursed his lips. “Your choice. But you can still pull from them without killing.”

      I hated doing it, though. I’d done so before, in an emergency, but always worried—what if I pulled too much accidentally and hurt someone… or worse?

      “I have a thought.” Annie lifted a finger. “Going back to earlier, what if we spelled the cookies or whatever we bake and drug some of the—”

      We all froze as the door behind us swung open and voices bounced off the clean, minimal surfaces of the bakery. Horace locked eyes with me for the briefest of moments, but the intensity in his glare sent tingles up my spine. In a blur of movement, he stretched out a hand. Drawers slid open and sharp-looking knife flew out of one into his hand. He swung into a crouch, hidden from sight behind the U-shaped counter. As Maple turned to see who’d entered the bakery, Horace lifted the point of the knife to her lower back and held a finger to his lips.

      Wiley’s eyes grew so wide that the whites were visible all around his irises. His hands balled into fists, his knuckles white against his red skin, and his entire body shook.

      I nudged him. “It’ll be okay.” I nodded at Maple, whose chest heaved as she stood ramrod straight. “Won’t it?” I hissed down at Horace.

      “Hola, amigos!” Rhonda swept into the kitchen, arm in arm with Amelia.

      We all whirled toward them and stood at attention. We closed ranks till we stood shoulder to shoulder and blocked the blueprints laid out behind us on the kitchen island.

      Rhonda waved and tried to peek behind us. “What are you guys making?”

      Oh great. Just what we needed, a psychic. I prayed that her visions’ streak for predicting the mundane held and she didn’t suddenly get a flash that Horace was holding us all hostage. Who knew how ugly it could get. I bit my lip, hard. I wanted to punch my brother for holding a knife to Maple.

      “It’s a—” Maple swallowed. All the color had drained from her face.

      “A surprise!” I cut in.

      “Boy, what a surprise,” Iggy muttered.

      They sauntered up. Rhonda wore denim overalls and a kimono jacket, while Amelia stunned in her signature white. Today she looked especially sharp in a white power suit with a bow tie and pointed-toe stilettoes.

      She held a dark finger to the gumdrop-like communication device in her ear. She rolled her eyes as she spoke to a member of her team. “No. I did not say literal springs. Spring—as in springtime, when everything blooms?” She mouthed “sorry” at us. “Blooms, not boings. Blooms.” Her eyes widened. “You bought how many? What are we going to do with five thousand springs? Well, return them.” She shook her head and pushed the device. She turned to us. “Sorry about that.”

      Rhonda grinned. “I take it party planning is going well?”

      Amelia pressed her eyes shut. “I’m giving the Air Kingdom event planner a break and coordinating the last night of celebrations and—” She waved a hand. “You know what? I don’t want to talk about it.” She scanned our little group till her eyes landed on Sam. Her face softened. “Hi, Sam. Have time for a cup of tea?”

      Amelia wandered into the bakery at least once a day to have a snack or tea with Sam. They’d become good friends and I got the feeling that as busy and socially connected as Amelia was, she didn’t have much time for a life, nor too many actual friends.

      Sam froze, his eyes giant behind his thick glasses. His chin receded deeper into his neck.

      Amelia frowned. “Sam? You okay?”

      Rhonda cleared her throat and spoke in her stuffed-up sounding voice. “Yeah. You guys all seem a little wigged out.”

      I held still but my eyes slid down to Horace.

      He mouthed, “Get rid of them.”

      My eyes slid back to Rhonda and Amelia. I plastered on a smile, though my eyes felt tight around the edges. I probably looked terrifying. “Well, you know, we’re just way behind with baking. We don’t know where anything is and—”

      Amelia flashed her bright white smile. She stepped forward. “Oh, well I can help if you—”

      “No!” Six voices shouted at once.

      She froze and her smile dropped.

      “We mean….” I gulped. “Nooo, you’re already working so hard.” It sounded weak even to myself.

      She frowned and looked to Sam. “No time for a quick break then, Sam?”

      My shifter friend stood with his mouth hanging open and his face scrunched up in pain. He looked like he was going to be ill. He closed his mouth, tears welling in his eyes, and shook his head. “No. I’m sssorry.”

      Amelia frowned deeper and planted a hand on her hip. She started around the side of the counter. At the same time Horace pressed the tip of the knife to Maple’s back and she inhaled sharply and stiffened.

      “Stop!” Wiley bellowed.

      Amelia froze, wide-eyed.

      My chest heaved as my heart raced.

      “Stop.” Wiley licked his lips. “You guys are—are a big distraction.” He looked around at each of us horrified bakers. “Maple and, and Sam are too nice to say anything, but we’ve all talked about it, and you—you can’t come into the bakery and interrupt us like this.”

      Amelia’s face fell. She looked only at Sam. “You all agree?”

      Sam whimpered, but managed a quick nod.

      Amelia looked down at her pointed-toe shoes, her arms hugged tight around herself. When she lifted her chin, her dark, glossy eyes couldn’t meet ours. She pressed her lips into a tight line. “Fine. Event planner Amelia gets it. You’re being professional.” Her throat bobbed and she lifted her eyes and her voice. “But friend Amelia thinks—well, thought we were friends.”

      She started toward the door and Rhonda slid up beside her and threw an arm around her shoulders. The Seer cast a look back and clicked her tongue at us. “Fish below, you come in for a cup of tea and half a dozen scones with your friends, you don’t expect to be treated like—”

      Rhonda froze. Her body contorted and she threw her head back. A golden circle of light glowed on her dark forehead. I held my breath. What would her vision hold? I bit my lip and hoped for another prediction about my bowel movements. I knew it was bad when that was my best hope.

      She slumped and let out a long sigh. Amelia held her shoulders to steady her. “Rhonda? Are you all right?”

      I leaned forward, my hands on the cool countertop. Airships zoomed past the enormous window behind them.

      Rhonda shook her head and her black, tight curls bounced over her shoulders. She pressed a hand to her head. “That was a doozy.” She turned to us and pulled her mouth into a wide grimace. She held up her hands with their multicolored, neon nails. “That one was for all of you.” She wagged a finger at us bakers. “Whatever plan you’ve got going, it’s not going to end well. And when I say not well, what I mean is horribly. Everything that can go wrong, will, and you will either die or get caught.” She leveled us a serious look, and then flashed a bright smile and linked her arm through Amelia’s. “So good luck with that. We wouldn’t want to distract you. Toodles.” She winked and they left, Amelia’s shoulders slumped.

      As the white shiny door closed behind them, we all exchanged worried glances. Tears trickled down Sam’s cheeks, and Annie rubbed his narrow shoulders.

      The door flew back open and Rhonda stuck her head in. We all froze.

      She held up a finger. “Almost forgot. Also, got this: T6E5H7J8. No idea what it means, but the spirit world is telling me it’s really important so you better remember, because I’m not talking to you guys.” She shrugged and slipped back out the door.

      Horace straightened from his crouch. His eyes flashed. “Quite the dire prediction.”

      “She said we’re all gonna die!” Iggy shouted. “Not that I couldn’t have told you that!”

      I raised my brows at him. “You have told us that—often!”

      Wiley ignored the knife that Horace still held and stomped up to him. He stood several inches taller than my brother and growled down into his face. “You want to threaten someone next time, threaten me. Because if you ever hold a knife to her again I’ll—”

      Horace bared his teeth in a snarl of a smile. “You’ll what?” His voice came out deceptively soft.

      Wiley narrowed his eyes. “Yeah, you’re this big bad dude, but you don’t know me. I grew up on the streets and I’m scrappy and frankly don’t care what happens to me. But you hurt her,” he pointed a trembling arm at Maple, “and I don’t care if it’s the last thing I do, I will kill you.”

      Maple gasped. “I care! I care if it’s the last thing you do.”

      Wiley’s gaze swung to her and his scowl faltered.

      “Get out of my face.” Horace’s eyes nearly glowed with anger.

      Maple grabbed Wiley’s arm and tugged him toward her.

      Horace dropped the knife to the floor. Its point stuck in the soft cork. “I suggest you work on your plan. I’ll be checking up on you soon.”

      A whoosh of magic blew my apron up and rustled the blueprints. A swarm of moths occupied the spot where Horace had stood a blink of an eye earlier. They fluttered to the ceiling and disappeared through a metal vent.

      Annie folded her arms and glared. “Remind me to buy some mothballs.”
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      I perched on the edge of the sofa and fiddled with the hem of my dress. I’d worn a black, long-sleeved A-line with a white Peter Pan collar and peep-toe pumps. Considering that just a few hours earlier my evil long-lost brother had ambushed us and then I’d had to bake like a madwoman to catch up on all our work, I felt pretty good about how I’d cleaned up.

      My eyes scanned the sleek, rich drawing room and the beautiful women who adorned it, and I tugged my skirt lower. I sighed. No point in trying too hard to fit in. Because, to be honest, I just didn’t.

      A massive sheet of curved glass formed the ceiling high above me. Clouds and airships floated past, and roots and upside down farms hung from the earthy bottom of overhead sky islands. A string quartet played in the corner of the huge room, which was subdivided by little groupings of simple, stylish sofas, chairs, and side tables. I’d positioned myself next to the snack table, of course. I looked around, but no one paid any attention to me. I reached to my right and snagged my tenth cucumber sandwich. I popped it into my mouth whole. Which was of course when someone called my name.

      “Imogen!”

      I turned, my cheeks nearly bursting, and tried to hold my lips together. I raised my brows when I spotted Emmaline and waved back.

      She tottered over in tall heels that didn’t do much to boost her tiny stature. A couple of enormous cosmetic cases swung from her arms. She plopped down on the blue velvet sofa beside me and dropped the cases onto the white marble floor. She looked around the room. Women in gorgeous dresses and pearls clustered in groups together.

      She frowned, her lavender brows pulling together to form a crease between them. “The invitation said this was a salon.”

      I nodded. “It is.” I lifted my nose and did my best impression of an aristocratic British accent. “Where all the brightest minds gather to discuss the topic of the week…” I peeked at the card in Emmaline’s hand and read, “Exclusivity.” Of course that was the theme. Apparently, this was just the first of several gatherings we “upper-class” women would be having since all the best and brightest of the kingdoms were gathered here for the spring festival. Hank’s mom and other sisters-in-law stood in the corner and chatted.

      Emmaline’s face fell. “Oh no.” She looked down at the cosmetic cases. “I thought it meant like, beauty salon.”

      I stifled a smile.

      She gestured at the cases. “I brought all my nail polishes and makeup. I thought we were giving each other makeovers.” She groaned and I chuckled.

      “Easy mistake.” I grinned. “To be honest, that sounds more fun.”

      Louella sauntered up to us with a couple of brunettes at her sides. She tossed her glossy blonde locks and simpered at Emmaline. “Did I hear that right? You thought this was a beauty salon?” She played with the short strand of pearls at her neck. “How droll.”

      Emmaline waved her hand and the cases magically vanished. “Ha. Right? So droll. I was just kidding.”

      Louella smiled brightly, though her hawk eyes fixed on Emmaline. “Of course you were. Can you imagine if you’d been serious?” Her friends snickered.

      I shot her a flat look. “Great party, Louella. Thanks for the invite.”

      Her gaze swung to me. “It’s not a party, Imogen, it’s a salon. We’re here to share knowledge and culture.” She cocked her head and smiled. “Something I daresay you both could benefit from.”

      I so wished Iggy were with me right now. He’d have the perfect inappropriate comeback.

      I dug my fingernails into my knees to hold back my temper. “And what fascinating knowledge will you be dropping on us today?”

      Louella swept her thin arm toward a man in the corner with huge glasses, dressed all in gray. A cluster of women fawned over him, petting his shoulder and edging closer to catch every word. “As the hostess of the first salon this week, I’m bestowing on you an exclusive experience. Ferdinand D’Lin is joining us today.”

      She waited for our reactions, a look of triumph on her face. Emmaline and I exchanged confused looks.

      I cocked a brow. “Who?”

      Louella’s expression soured. “Only the most talented fashion designer in the kingdoms. He designs one garment a year. One. No one knows where he lives, or his contact information. Until today he’s never appeared in public. You don’t find Ferdinand D’Lin—he finds you.”

      I couldn’t help but grin. “Then how’d you find him?”

      Louella grew grim. “You don’t want to know.”

      “Okay, now I really want to know.” I grinned wider.

      She planted her hands on her thin hips and huffed. “You know, Emmaline, Lady Devos had to back out of hosting the salon on Friday.” Her eyes flashed. “We haven’t found a replacement yet. Why don’t you step in?”

      Emmaline’s mouth dropped and she stammered something incoherent. My eyes widened.

      Louella beamed. “Perfect! It’s settled then. I’ll let the committee know you’ll be the hostess. And remember, the theme is exclusivity. Which is a bit challenging considering you’re entertaining the wealthiest and most powerful women in the kingdoms.” She tapped a slender finger against her pink lips. “You’ll have to think up something so chic and elite and unique that it’ll blow them away, and yet be something they can’t have already bought or done for themselves.”

      Emmaline whimpered. “By Friday? That’s only four days away.”

      Louella giggled. “Good luck.” She and her posse strutted away. She stopped suddenly and her minions nearly crashed into her. She shot them withering glares, then flashed at smile at Emmaline. “Did I mention he’s putting on a trunk show for us?” She turned and her perfect golden waves fanned across her shoulders.

      Emmaline slumped so low into the sofa she nearly slid off it. “I’m doomed.” She stared straight ahead, eyes unseeing.

      I grinned at the melodrama and shook her shoulder. “Come on. It’s not that bad.”

      Her eyes slid to me, full of horror. “These women, you don’t understand. They’re brutal.” She leaned closer. “I didn’t even know what a salon was, and now I have to host one? In four days?” She fell back into the sofa and looked as exhausted as if she’d just run a marathon. “What am I going to do?”

      I patted her hand. “Come on, let’s go listen to the fashion hermit. I’m sure you’ll think of something. I’ll try to help.”

      She nodded and let me help her to her feet, though her mind was far, far away. I snagged another couple of sandwiches and we joined the group of elite women. We stood behind the sofa where Hank’s mom and the other Water princesses sat.

      “Something exclusive… something no one’s experienced before….” Emmaline looked at the floor and muttered to herself.

      Poor girl. I looked up as the famous designer dusted off a stool with his handkerchief. He then snapped his fingers and the handkerchief burst into flames and disappeared. He opened his mouth and spoke in a nasally voice. “Dirty.”

      The women twittered to each other and nodded their heads in approval.

      I frowned. Seriously?

      He perched on the stool. The longest moment of silence of my life stretched on as he looked at us and we looked at him. And looked. And looked. I turned my head and tried to surreptitiously devour a cucumber sandwich. I choked on it when a loud, high note pierced the silence. Mouth full, I spun to find the man with his head thrown back and mouth wide.

      “Eeeeeeeee!”

      He stopped and stared seriously at us as his voice reverberated around the enormous drawing room. He folded his hands in his lap. “That is the sound of creativity. The exact note. I will now display my creations.”

      The women golf-clapped and gasped as a line of tall, thin models strutted in from a side door, modeling flowing gowns made of what appeared to be burlap, peacock feathers, and chicken wire. So, pretty much what I’d expected.

      “Something unique…,” Emmaline continued to mutter.

      I nudged her and spoke through a full mouth. “Ey. Ig starged.”

      She looked up and noticed the models. “Oh. Right.” Her shoulders slumped.

      As I chewed, a thought began to form in my mind. A dangerous one. One that immediately set off alarms, warning me not to explore it further. But I couldn’t help myself. Madeline L’Orange had been trying to get into Carclaustra for years. Even the prison board wasn’t allowed in, though I’d had the distinct impression last night that Henrick wished to change that. I blinked. This could work. I hated using Emmaline like this, but our lives depended on it, and it could work.

      “Emmaline,” I whispered as the models strutted past. “I have an idea.”

      She turned to me, hope flickering in her eyes. “Really?”

      I nodded and swallowed the last of my sandwich. “What if I told you there was a place so exclusive that none of these women had ever been there, or even knew of anyone who had?”

      She nodded and leaned closer.

      “A place that would be thrilling and tantalizing to tour? A once-in-a-lifetime chance?”

      Emmaline grabbed my hands in hers. Her eyes grew wide. “Yes.”

      “And what if I told you this place was right here, in the Air Kingdom?”

      Her chest heaved and her eyes grew wide. “It’s perfect, Imogen. What is it?”

      I held my breath. “Carclaustra Prison.”

      She froze. “Carclaustra Prison?”

      I nodded. “Stay with me. No one’s allowed in there but the prisoners and guards, right?”

      She nodded hesitantly.

      “It’s literally the most exclusive place in all the kingdoms. You’d be safe, but there’d be this exciting air of danger, right?”

      Her eyes slid to the side and down as she thought it over. “I could see that.”

      “It’d give these women something to talk about to their friends and at dinner parties. Everyone would want to know what it was like. If they were scared? If they saw any prisoners?”

      Emmaline’s jaw dropped. “By the west wind, Imogen, I think you’re onto something.” Her eyes slid side to side as she thought it over. She looked back up at me. “It’s perfect.” She whispered. “But you said no one’s allowed in? How do we do this?”

      I squeezed her hands. “Leave it to me. At the party tonight, I’ll tell you what to do.” I gave her a deadly serious look. “You can make this happen.”

      She gritted her teeth. “I can make this happen.”

      A gentle tapping at my arm startled me and I turned away from Emmaline. Hank’s mother beckoned me with a finger. I excused myself from Emmaline and leaned over the sofa back.

      Queen Edith slipped me a folded cocktail napkin and winked.

      I straightened and unfolded it. She’d written in black ink.

      

      Get me a few of those sandwiches, will you, dear? And I’d very much appreciate a scone as well. Quietly now.

      X The Queen

      

      I stifled a grin as I looked up. She gave me a serious nod, then turned back to the fashion show. She hid a yawn behind her hand as another tall model strode past her, trailing a train made of what appeared to be crumpled tissues. As I moved away, back to the snack table, I looked the note over again. Something about it tugged at the back of my mind. I reread the signature.

      X The Queen

      

      I stopped dead. Chills crept up my spine. I glanced back over my shoulder at the sleepy older woman, then back at her note. I stuffed the note in my bra, as I had no pockets. As I made up the queen’s plate I vowed to find Hank as soon as I could. If my new theory was correct…. I shuddered.
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      As soon as the fashion show ended and I could get out of the salon, I bolted. I made a quick stop at my room to grab a few things. Despite being directionally challenged, I eventually found my way to the wing where they put up royal guests.

      “Third door on the left….” I repeated the maid’s instructions to myself as I meandered down the white, airy hallway.

      I stopped at a tall, frosted glass door, took a breath, and knocked. A figure shadowed the door pane before it swung open.

      Hank’s face peeked out. “Imogen!” His expression went from surprised, to delighted, to downcast all in the space of a couple of seconds. He stepped to the side and swept an arm towards his room behind him. “Please, come in.”

      I brushed past him, a little disconcerted at his formality. I gave the room a quick glance. The big white bed looked soft as a cloud and the giant wall of windows beside it had a dizzying view of the Air Kingdom’s scattered floating islands and the great expanse of sky below us. I turned my back to it and opened my mouth to speak.

      Hank lifted a hand. “Can I— I just want to say, first, how sorry I am.” He shook his head as he walked up to me and took my hands. Bags hung under his eyes. “I shouldn’t have just left like that last night.”

      I swallowed as my throat grew tight. Now that he mentioned it…. “You seemed pretty upset. Are you okay?” I tried to catch his eye, but he stared down at our clasped hands.

      He shook his head. “I’ll be fine. I think all this stuff with Colin has just stirred up some old feelings, and the way my family acted last night....” He looked up, his blue eyes pleading with me. “They made me feel like I felt as a kid—powerless. And I lost control, made the lights flicker and—”

      I quirked my lips to the side in a slight smile. “I figured that was you.”

      His throat bobbed and he bit his lip. After studying our hands for another moment, he looked up. “I don’t want you to be afraid of me.”

      My face split into a huge smile. “Hank, I could never—”

      He squeezed my hands. “My family, they were afraid of me. Either ridiculing me, or afraid. I couldn’t take it if you felt that way.”

      I grabbed his stubbly cheeks in my hands and forced him to look at me. “I love you.”

      He waited still, his eyes searching my face.

      “You are a good man, and your family doesn’t deserve you.” My stomach twisted as I thought again of how much I was keeping from him. “Sea snakes, I don’t even deserve you.”

      He shook his head and opened his mouth, no doubt to protest, but I pressed my forehead against his. His big, straight nose pressed into my cheek and I turned till my mouth found his. We kissed—deep and slow. His hands slid around my lower back and pulled me tight against him. I threaded my fingers through his thick, wavy hair.

      He leaned back and pressed his forehead against mine. “You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

      I stared down at his big, bare feet on the sheepskin rug, unable to meet his eyes. Or the worst. I was actively scheming to break into a high-security prison to help two people who’d tried to kill him and his family. As much as I didn’t want to get caught for my own sake, I hoped for success for Hank’s sake as well. I didn’t want to be another person who broke his heart or let him down or disappeared on him. Speaking of which….

      I looked up. “It’s all right—I understand why you had to get out of there. Just…” I grinned. “Take me with you next time? I mean, you left me there with Tristan.”

      Hank grinned and cupped his huge hand around the back of my neck. “Deal. And again, I apologize.” He gently tilted my head back and kissed up my neck. As he got to my ear he whispered, low and husky, “Maybe I can try to make it up to you?”

      Oh geez. My legs nearly buckled and a wave of desire flushed through my body, so strong that it took me a few heaving breaths to regain my composure. I pressed my eyes closed and with difficulty leaned back. I looked into Hank’s heavy-lidded, dazed face and imagined I looked just as intoxicated. My muddled brain fought to find the reason I was resisting the handsome, seductive prince in front of me. I blinked. Oh right—dead mentor.

      I pressed my hand against Hank’s chest. “I say this with deep regret.” I opened my eyes wide. “Deep. But there was actually another reason I came to see you.” I held up the postcards and birthday cards from Colin that I’d borrowed.

      Hank lifted a thick brow.

      I licked my lips. “Brace yourself.” I turned and spread the notes out on the bed. I opened the birthday cards and pointed. “Colin gave these to you while he was with you, right? He probably handed them to you himself?”

      Hank stood shoulder to shoulder with me and bent forward to look them over. He nodded.

      I flipped the postcards over and pointed at the writing. “And these were ones he sent to you while he was traveling?”

      He nodded again.

      I took a shallow breath and tapped the postcard nearest me. “Look at the date on this one.”

      Hank leaned over and squinted. “March 18. Okay.” He looked up at me. “What am I missing?”

      I held my hands up. “Your birthday is the twentieth.”

      He nodded.

      “You said Colin was the only person growing up, besides Nan, who always remembered your birthday and gave you a card. Why wouldn’t he have wished you a happy birthday in the postcard?”

      Hank frowned and blinked a few times. “Maybe… he was busy traveling and forgot?”

      “Maybe. But there’s something else.” I shoved my hand through my collar, which wasn’t the easiest considering my dress’s high neckline, and fished the napkin out of my bra. Hank stifled a smile. I handed him the note with a deep exhale. “Your mother gave me this today at the salon.”

      His eyes slid left to right as he read it over. “Tell me she doesn’t make you get her food often?”

      I waved a hand. “All the time.”

      Hank rolled his eyes. “She should not be treating you like—”

      “It’s fine.” I tapped the napkin. “But look at her signature.”

      Hank groaned. “I can’t believe she signed it, ‘The Queen.’ She handed it to you, right? Did she even need to sign it?”

      I grinned in spite of myself. “Good point.” I licked my lips and grew serious again, bracing for the moment when Hank realized what I’d realized. I tapped the page again. “But what I mean is, see how she wrote ‘X The Queen’?”

      He nodded.

      I glanced at him a few times for his reaction. “On the birthday cards, Colin signed his name, ‘Yours, Colin.’”

      Hank frowned.

      I licked my lips and pointed at the postcards. “But on the postcards, where he forgot your birthday, he signed his name, ‘X Colin.’”

      My eyes slid to my boyfriend. His breath caught and his mouth dropped. He turned to me, eyes wide.
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      I jogged to keep up as Hank strode down the royal hallway with his long legs. He held his mother’s napkin crumpled in his trembling fist, the postcards in the pocket of his lounge pants. He hadn’t even bothered to put on shoes.

      I skipped and pointed at my feet. “Shorty in heels here, maybe you could slow down?”

      If he heard me, he didn’t acknowledge it. His red face held a storm of emotions. He stopped abruptly in front of another glass-paned door and banged loudly with his fist. I slid up beside him.

      “Come in.” His mother’s voice came faintly from within, barely audible over the manic yapping.

      Hank pushed the door open so hard it slammed against the wall behind it. I winced, bracing for the glass to shatter. Only it didn’t. Thank the sea goddess for magic. I followed him into the dim room. The queen had drawn the heavy white curtains over her wall of windows and lounged on a chaise opposite the bed. Her tiny dog barked once more, eyed Hank’s livid face and whimpered, then crawled under the bed to hide.

      The queen lifted her cheek from her hand. Her glazed eyes blinked at Hank, then at me. “Oh, I thought you were the maid.” She plunked her head back down in her hand and closed her eyes. “I rang for tea and cookies ages ago. I can’t imagine what’s taking her so long. You know, your father, Harry, would never tolerate such poor service to our guests. I daresay—”

      Hank stopped in front of the chaise and towered over her. “T-tell me you didn’t d-do it.” His voice trembled as violently as his hands.

      Queen Edith raised a hand to her mouth and yawned, widely. She blinked at her son. “What is this now?”

      He thrust the postcards at her. “Did you write these?”

      She squinted at them. “Harry, you’ll have to be specific. I write a great many things and I can barely see in this dim light so—”

      Hank’s eyes flashed and the curtains magically flew open so fast I jumped.

      The queen winced from the sudden bright light. She clicked her tongue. “Was that necessary now?” She pressed the back of her hand to her eyes. “Can’t we talk later? I’m exhausted from the salon. Imogen can tell you. Just watching those models parade back and forth made me tired for them.”

      Hank’s chest heaved. He dropped to his knees in front of his mother and pushed the postcards into her free hand. “Did you kill him, Mother?” His lip trembled. “Tell me you didn’t kill him.”

      She dropped her hand and squirmed more upright. She frowned at her son. “Kill who? What nonsense are you—” She blinked at the postcards, really took them in, and then grew still and quiet.

      Hank pressed the heels of his hands against his eyes.

      “These are so old. Why were you looking at these?” She pulled the corners of her mouth up, though the smile didn’t reach her eyes. “This—this is in the past. Let it stay there.”

      Hank dropped his hands and looked up at his mother, his face contorted with grief and disbelief. “You did. You killed him.”

      “I—how—why would you—” She pursed her lips and stared daggers at the silky silver blanket strewn across her lap. “Of course I didn’t kill Colin. Why would you think such crazy things?”

      “Because you wrote these to cover up his disappearance.” Hank shook the cards at her. “Deny it!”

      The queen’s eyes flitted to me, standing awkwardly by the door, then to her son. She let out a heavy sigh and waved me closer. “Come in, dear. No need to stand so far away.”

      I edged closer. I wanted to be here for Hank, but this also seemed like a family matter and I felt as though I was intruding.

      “Yes, I admit. I wrote those postcards.” She licked her lips. “You were heartbroken when Colin left.” She reached over and gently patted Hank’s shoulder as he knelt beside the chaise. “I thought you’d get over it, move on. But every day for months you pestered the whole palace with questions about where he’d gone and why he’d left.” She lifted her thin brows and her eyes grew clouded and distant. “Your father grew tired of it… of you and your questions.” She clenched her jaw. “Your father has never… understood you, Harry. And he was losing patience with you.”

      I frowned. What the heck did that mean? And why did it sound so menacing?

      “So, I took it upon myself to…” She twirled a hand. “…give you some closure. I decided to write from Colin, and since he’d left behind his quill and, well, all his possessions, it wasn’t hard to replicate his handwriting.” She rested her hand on Hank’s shoulder. “And it worked. You calmed down, seemed appeased. And then time went on, and I figured you had healed and also, life got busy and one always has so many obligations, so… I stopped. And we never spoke of it again.”

      I literally had to bite my tongue to keep from chastising her. Did she have any idea how hurt Hank had been when the letters suddenly stopped coming? His family was the worst!

      The queen blinked at her son. “But I certainly didn’t kill him.” She pursed her lips. “Though I’d have liked to.” She shook a finger at no one in particular. “We house our servants, provide food and shelter and opportunities. And then the man goes and disappears on us? I’ll never forgive him for disappointing you like that.” She patted Hank’s shoulder, then turned to me. “And such an inconvenience for us as well. He gave us no notice whatsoever. What an unthinking, selfish man.” She huffed. “And where is that tea?”

      I cleared my throat. “So… you don’t know why Colin disappeared? Or where he went?”

      The queen patted Hank’s shoulder one more time, then slumped against the arm of the chaise and folded her hands in her lap. She closed her eyes. “I’m just resting my eyes, dears, don’t mind me. But no, no idea.”

      Hank rose, his face more relaxed now, but pale. “I understand why you wrote those postcards. But I wish you hadn’t lied to me.”

      The queen kept her eyes closed. “You’ll understand someday. The things you do for your children….” She yawned deeply.

      Hank dipped his head and moved toward me. I took his arm and we headed for the door.

      “Oh, and Harry.” We turned. Queen Edith peeled an eye open. “Don’t mention this to your father. It’s a topic that always gets him quite… agitated.”

      Hank and I nodded and turned. Hank coughed and the curtains magically slid shut again, casting the room in semidarkness.

      As soon as we stood back in the hallway and the door had closed behind us, I grabbed Hank’s shoulders.

      “I don’t think Colin ever left the palace.”

      He shook his head. The dark bags below his eyes stood out even more against his now pale face. “I don’t either. She said he’d left all his belongings. I can understand leaving some if he was traveling but… he wouldn’t have left his quill. I’m sure of it.”

      “Oh Hank, I’m sorry.” I threw my arms around him in a tight hug.

      He sighed and leaned his head against mine. “Sometimes I just want to get away from it all. Away from the palaces and the politics. Sometimes I feel like none of it’s real. Like my whole childhood is nothing but secrets and lies.” He kissed the top of my head. “That’s part of what I love about you. I can just be myself around you, Imogen. And I know that when you’re with me, it’s because you want to be. And you’re always just yourself— funny and caring and sincere.”

      My stomach twisted and I groaned inwardly. I hadn’t been so sincere with him lately. And now, even if I’d been brave enough to tell him about Horace, I couldn’t without risking my brother carrying out his threats.

      I turned and rubbed his back. “Come on. You look like you need a nap.” We walked arm in arm back toward his room. “Or if you’re going to stay up, at least some shoes.”

      “No.” He yawned. “A nap sounds good.” He nudged me gently with his shoulder. “Care to join?”

      I slid my hand into his and intertwined our fingers. “I accept your invitation.” I sighed. “Especially since we have another ball tonight.”

      Hank groaned.

      “Hey.” I squeezed his hand. “Don’t ditch me tonight, okay? If you want to ditch the party, I will ditch with you.”

      Hank stopped and tugged me to a stop with him. He spun me to face him. We’d nearly reached his room down the long, airy hallway. “To clarify, I would never, in a thousand tides, ditch you. I was afraid of losing my temper in front of you and had to get away from my family to calm down. I found a rooftop somewhere, got some fresh air alone, and as soon as I cleared my head, felt sick for leaving you like that. I went back to the ball, but you’d left already, and—” He shook his head and raised his brows. “I was an idiot. I should have found your room and apologized right then. But I felt certain you wouldn’t want to see me after I’d made a scene like that and stormed off. At least, that’s what I told myself.” His brows pinched together. “I think really I was just putting off seeing you.”

      I frowned. That wasn’t good.

      “I was afraid to see you look at me with disappointment—or worse, fear.”

      Aw. My mouth slid into a grin. “Well, I am disappointed that you’d think I wouldn’t want to see you.” I played with the hem of his T-shirt. “And I am afraid that you’re stuck with me.” I grinned at him.

      His eyes twinkled as he took my hand. “How tired are you?”

      I tipped my head from side to side. “Medium.”

      He led me down the hall toward his room. “How upset would you be if our nap didn’t involve much sleeping?”

      I smiled even as a flush crept up my throat. “I think I could cope.”
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      Later that night, I stood arm in arm with Hank at the second night of spring celebrations. We stood in a little circle with his family and some royal acquaintances, including the always delightful Louella Davenport. Tonight we ate and danced in another ballroom of the Air palace. Why would they need more than one ballroom? How big was this place?

      All such boring, practical matters were cast aside in favor of elegance and decadence. Chandeliers the size of cars dangled overhead, formed of magically suspended dew drops. Enchanted clouds floated among them, their shapes changing rapidly. Hank and I had fun pointing out the shapes we saw in them.

      Twin staircases spiraled down from the second-story foyer and between them a glass pillar rose from the floor to the tall ceiling stories above. Inside floated a diorama of the Air Kingdom, complete with tiny airships zipping about, working waterfalls, and its own weather system. I glanced over. Currently, it was a partly cloudy night, but with a 40 percent chance of showers. I grinned to myself. Even though part of me wanted to laugh off some of the over-the-top fanciness, I couldn’t help but be charmed by the creativity and magic.

      We’d just finished a delicious dinner of herb-crusted halibut, caught fresh from the sky island’s lake, followed by a dessert of light and fluffy sponge cake topped with whipped cream, mint leaves, and strawberries. This had been made, of course, by my friends and me. I beamed with pride and made a mental note to pass along all the compliments I’d overheard from the guests—it had been a hit.

      I took a sip of my dry champagne and frowned. Had we saved any extra of that cake in the bakery? My sweet tooth needed a bit more to be satisfied. Maybe Hank and I could bounce early from the party and sneak some back to his room. My cheeks heated and I bit my lip as I replayed our afternoon’s activities in my mind. I looked to Hank at my side. He stood tall and broad shouldered, and looked like a prince straight out of a fairy tale in his white uniform with the gold and blue sash across his chest.

      Forget the cake. I needed a bit more Hank to be satisfied. I opened my mouth to suggest we sneak out, when Urs Volker approached our group. Henrick Finkle, the round guy from the prison board, trailed behind. I closed my mouth, glanced over at Emmaline on my right, and gave her a little nod. She shot me a nervous look.

      “Goot evenink.” Urs bowed, his hands linked behind his back.

      I nodded, and Hank’s parents, brothers and their wives, and the other party guests murmured their greetings.

      “Mind if we join you?” Henrick didn’t wait for a reply. “Lovely night, isn’t it?” He winked at Queen Edith. “And lovely company.”

      She smiled back, then glanced up at her husband and his severe expression, and grew serious. I narrowed my eyes at the king—just the life of the party, that one.

      Henrick elbowed the stony-faced Urs, and lifted his brows at the rest of us.

      Urs squared his clean-shaven jaw and cleared his throat. “Lofely night, eesn’t eet?” he practically barked.

      I bit my lip to keep from grinning. It sounded like an interrogation coming from him.

      “I just said that,” Henrick muttered through a plastered-on smile. “Why don’t you tell these prestigious partygoers about all the good work our prison is doing for the kingdoms?”

      Urs’s throat bobbed and he blinked his wide eyes. I tried again to hold back a grin. I found it pretty amusing that a guy who could face down the world’s most dangerous criminals was intimidated by making chitchat at a ball. I lightly elbowed Emmaline and jerked my head towards Urs.

      She licked her lips. “So, uh, yes, please tell us about the prison. I’m-I’m really fascinated by it.” She flashed her megawatt smile and cupped her chin in her palm.

      I looked to Urs. Come on. Even a tough-as-nails prison warden had to be charmed by that smile.

      His cheek twitched. I nodded to myself. Okay, that was a start toward a smile. Or maybe he just had a twitch.

      Cas, standing next to his wife, chuckled. “Since when are you interested in Carclaustra?”

      Emmaline waved a gloved hand. “Oh, psh, for a while now.” She batted her lashes at Urs. “You were saying?”

      Louella turned to the woman next to her, an older woman in her sixties I’d guess, who dripped in diamonds. She muttered behind her hand, but loud enough for us all to hear, even above the jazz band. “Quite an unseemly interest, wouldn’t you say?”

      The older woman arched a thin brow but didn’t reply.

      Emmaline turned to me and grimaced. “That’s the Duchess of Audrey.”

      I nodded slowly. “Right. Okay.”

      Emmaline’s purple brows flattened. “The head of the ladies’ salon committee?” She pouted and hissed, “Are you sure this is a good idea?”

      I nodded. “Absolutely.” I jerked my head toward Urs, who’d started to speak.

      “Vell, vee haf many dangerous criminals. And vee keep zem locket up.” He gave a sharp nod of his head.

      Henrick rolled a hand. “And….”

      Urs frowned. “And vee keep zem away from all of you.”

      Louella sneered. “Fascinating.”

      Henrick stepped in. “It is, actually. Quite a state-of-the-magical-art facility.” He glanced down. “Or so I hear.”

      I lifted a finger. “That’s right. You mentioned the other night that even you haven’t been inside, right?” I glanced around the circle and aimed to look impressed. “Quite the exclusive place.”

      Hank grinned at me. “Since when are you into Carclaustra?”

      My face fell as I thought of Horace ambushing us in the bakery back home. “Just recently.”

      “Ja.” Urs squared his shoulders. “Only mine officers and za prisoners efer enter za prison.”

      “Efer?” Emmaline raised her brows.

      “Efer.”

      She turned to me and pulled her lips to the side. “He said efer.”

      “Remember what I said about funding,” I whispered. Henrick had seemed to think Urs schmoozing was important because the prison needed funding. I turned back to Urs and Henrick. “Oh wow. I’m surprised a government-funded facility would be allowed such freedom. The Air Kingdom must really trust you.” I nodded at Emmaline’s mother and father, the king and queen of the Air Kingdom, who stood nearby.

      Henrick beamed. I’d given him the perfect opening. “Actually, we’re not government funded. Because our prison serves all the kingdoms, we operate outside government oversight and rely on the generous support of ordinary, everyday rich people like yourselves.” He swept his upraised palms in a circle that encompassed all of us.

      I elbowed Emmaline and she jumped.

      “Oh!” She smiled. “Oh, I mean, well, Cas and I would love to support your extremely important work.” She smiled at her husband. “Wouldn’t we?”

      He shook his head slightly and opened his mouth, but no words came out.

      Emmaline beamed at Henrick and Urs. “He’s so excited and just as passionate about locking up bad guys as I am.”

      Louella snickered behind her hand.

      Emmaline’s face fell. She licked her lips and tried again. “But I’m not entirely convinced about donating, yet. I really think if I could get just, like, a little tour of the place”—she pinched her gloved forefinger and thumb together—“it would really convince me.”

      Urs glared, but Henrick lit up.

      Emmaline tapped her finger against her deep plum lips. “But what would be even more amazing is if all my wealthy, powerful lady friends could come, too. I’m supposed to organize a meeting of the ladies’ salon and it would be such an impactful outing to get a tour of Carclaustra. I’m sure once all these women saw the many, many violent, heinous criminals you big strong men are keeping away from us, they’d just throw open their pocketbooks and shower you with donations.” She shook her head. “Too bad you don’t do tours though.” She sighed and hung her head. “Too bad.”

      “This is what she plans to do for her salon day? Ha!” Louella practically cackled with malice-filled delight. I couldn’t read the impassive duchess beside her, though.

      Henrick ate it up. He grabbed Urs’s arm and looked up at the man and his buzz cut. “Urs—this is such an important opportunity.”

      Urs shook his head. “Eet ees eempossible.”

      “No, no it’s not.” Henrick dropped his hand from Urs’s arm when he shot him a death look. Henrick adjusted his bow tie. “You’d like to be warden, right? The board has hesitated on appointing you because we’re not sure you can secure the support of the public.” Henrick smiled at us, though his eyes shone with desperation. He could probably taste those donations. He swept an arm toward the group. “Here’s your chance to get the support of the public.”

      Urs shifted on his feet. “Za public doesn’t haf to enter za prison to know vee do eemportant vork.”

      Emmaline turned to me and pressed her lips together in an exaggerated expression of disappointment. “I mean, I’d really love to give them all my money, wouldn’t you?” She didn’t wait for my answer. “But the prison is on an air island, out of sight, and no one I know has ever seen it… I don’t know. It just seems so intangible.”

      I bit my lip to keep from smiling and ruining it. She was killing it.

      Henrick whimpered.

      “Eet vould compromise prison security.” Urs rolled his shoulders.

      “The wealthy women of the ladies’ social salon?” Henrick scoffed. “You’ve got to be—you can’t be serious?”

      Emmaline batted her lashes and interlaced her fingers with the backs of her hands together. “I promise we’ll be on our best behavior.”

      Urs flushed bright red. He held his cleft chin high and looked out over our heads.

      Henrick’s nostrils flared. He shook a finger at Urs and gritted his teeth. “Listen here. Bernhardt got us making expensive renovations which have far outstripped the budget already, and we aren’t even finished yet.”

      I made a mental note. Renovations were not finished. We’d need to memorize both sets of blueprints.

      “You want your flesh-eating magic mist? You want emergency-ready deployment spells and the zombie snakes? Hm?”

      I pressed a hand to my mouth. Oh dear sea goddess below, I was going to be ill.

      Henrick stuck his round belly out and puffed his chest. “Then you get that funding and you let these ladies in. Or you can kiss that warden position goodbye. We’ll bring in Whistler.”

      Urs jerked his head to look at Henrick. Guess that finally got his attention.

      “Vhistler? From zat Earth prison viz za mornink meetinks and za team buildink?”

      Henrick gave a curt nod.

      Urs paled. “You vouldn’t.”

      Henrick’s nostrils flared. “Oh. We vould.”

      Urs pursed his lips and his chest heaved a few times. He looked up at Emmaline, his eyes blazing. “Fine. You vin. I vill allow you and your ladies een for vone tour.” He held up one tanned finger. “Vone. Za vone and only een za heestory of Carclaustra. Understoot?”

      Emmaline sucked in a breath and gripped Cas’s arm in excitement. “Understood! Thank you, Mr. Volker.”

      Henrick puffed up his chest. “Then I’m going, too.”

      Urs glared at him.

      Emmaline flashed a huge smile at me.

      “Vee shall see you on Sursday.”

      Emmaline clicked her tongue. “Oh, unfortunately, I was chosen to host the salon on Friday. So it’ll have to be Friday.”

      Urs pursed his lips and sniffed. “Fine! Friday!”

      I threw my arms around Emmaline. “You did it!”

      She squealed.

      We had our way into Carclaustra. We’d still have to work out the details, but Maple, Annie, and I at least could probably sneak in with the ladies’ group.

      Louella’s squeaky laugh cut through the din of the party. “You certainly did something.” She clicked her tongue and tilted her head to the side, a pout on her lips. “Oh, Emmaline. Your first chance to impress the women of high society, and you’re taking us to a prison?” Her posse twittered. “A prison, Emmaline. No one, I mean no one, is going to go.” She shook her head.

      Emmaline’s shoulders slumped.

      The duchess frowned at Louella. “Speak for yourself.” She turned a pleasant, tight-lipped smile to Emmaline. “I for one am quite intrigued by this little outing, and must credit you, dear, for pulling together such an on-theme event on such short notice.” She chuckled to herself. “A tour of Carclaustra, what could be more exclusive? It shall be quite titillating.”

      Emmaline beamed. She turned her wide eyes to me. “That’s what you said! Imogen, you’re so flash.”

      “Flash?”

      She nodded. “Yeah. It’s means like, quick and bright. Flash, like lightning.”

      I preened at Hank. “I’m flash.”

      He bent down and kissed my head. “So flash.”

      I grinned. Then froze. I’d just manipulated a friend to help me orchestrate a prison break. I might be flash, but I was also kind of a jerk and likely to soon be dead or behind bars. So dead or behind bars.
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      The next morning, I’d finished up my morning shift in the bakery and was headed to my room to freshen up for a garden party when Hank intercepted me.

      “Imogen.”

      “Gah!” I jumped and dropped my room key. I bent to pick it up, but Hank was faster.

      He handed me the small silver key with a sheepish smile. “Sorry I startled you.”

      I grinned. “That’s all right. I know you can’t help your ninja training.” The truth was I’d been paranoid ever since Horace mentioned having his operatives stationed all over, ready and waiting to kill us and our friends and family. I couldn’t see a stranger without wondering if they worked for my brother.

      “Ninjas….” Hank closed one eye. “Those are the quiet acrobats who dress in black and play with stars?”

      I laughed. “Something like that.” I’d been educating Hank on human things. I planted a hand on my hip and gave him a once-over. “And what are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be getting ready for our garden party on the south terrace?”

      His eyes flashed. “We’re ditching that.”

      I slid closer to him and he wrapped his arms around me. “Are we now? You have something else in mind?” I certainly had a few ideas for how we could pass the time.

      He cleared his throat even as a blush crept up his neck. “I do… but it’s probably not as fun as what you’re thinking.”

      I lifted my brows in question.

      “So, I did some more research….”

      I grinned. “You and your books.”

      He let go of me with one hand to hold up a finger. “I looked through old newspapers and government records this time. It turns out my old mentor had a criminal past.”

      “Seriously? He sounded like a nice guy.”

      Hank nodded. “He was. The record indicated he was arrested for stealing medicine for himself and his family.” Hank shook his head. “I was just a little kid, so I don’t remember it, but the kingdoms had this monster measles outbreak—quite a lot of people died of it.”

      I frowned. “That’s terrible.”

      Hank nodded. “He pleaded guilty to the charges. Colin said his family was too poor to afford medicine, so he resorted to theft.” Hank sighed. “He was only eighteen at the time.”

      “What happened to his family?”

      Hank shook his head. “I’m not positive.” He frowned. “In fact, Colin never mentioned he had family in the Water Kingdom. But the records from the time show that his parents and younger brother submitted testimonials of good character on his behalf.”

      I brightened. “They probably couldn’t have done that if they weren’t feeling better, right? Hopefully the medicine worked.”

      Hank nodded. “Hopefully. But here’s the strange thing—they kept him locked up for six months and he was only released by a royal pardon.”

      I frowned. “Whoa. A royal pardon? Like, from your father?”

      Hank nodded. “I think it must have been from him.”

      I took a step back. “So, for stealing medicine, they kept a kid locked up for six months and the king himself freed him? Seems like kind of a big deal for such a minor offense.”

      Hank smiled. “That’s exactly what I thought. Which is why….” He raised his brows.

      I mimicked his expression. “Yes?”

      “We’re going to the Bijou Mer jail!” He raised his hands and shook them in mock excitement. He dropped them and his cheeks flushed pink. “I know, not that great, but I figured at least we’d get some alone time and get to skip hanging out on the southern terrace with everyone we were forced to spend last night with.”

      I chuckled. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m all for avoiding your family and friends. No offense.”

      He held a hand up. “None taken.”

      I sighed, though I couldn’t help but smile. I was spending time with Hank, after all. “Another prison though, huh?”

      “I know, believe me. But technically it’s a jail, not sure if that’s any better, and I thought we could grab lunch af— Wait.” He searched my face and lifted a brow. “Another prison?

      I choked and clapped a hand to my chest as I spluttered. Think fast, Imogen. “Uh—ahem—I just—ooh! I just meant since I’m going on that ladies’ salon trip to Carclaustra on Friday.”

      He quirked his lips to the side. “You’re going on that?”

      “Uh, yeah. Probably.” I crossed my arms. “Should I not?”

      Hank gave me a funny smile, as though he knew something I didn’t. “Sure, of course.”

      I frowned at him and he grinned wider. What in the seas was he thinking?

      “All right… to the jail then?”

      Hank, still grinning, offered me his arm and I took it. He borrowed a small passenger airship, barely big enough for the two of us, and piloted it himself to the Bijou Mer jail. Which, frankly, was pretty sexy.

      We disembarked on the landing pad and when the guards who approached us recognized Hank, they ushered us directly in to see my favorite policeman, Inspector Bon.

      Bon rose from his wooden swivel chair. “Prince Harry, what a delightful surprise.” He bowed so low his forehead almost touched his metal desk. He straightened and narrowed his eyes at me. “Miss Banks.”

      I gave him a nod.

      “Please have a seat.”

      Hank and I took the two wooden chairs opposite him. Bon lowered himself, missed the chair, and nearly toppled backwards. He grabbed the desk in time, dragged the chair behind him, and plunked himself into it. He cleared his throat as I bit my lip to keep from laughing.

      “To, uh—to what do I owe this pleasure?” He folded his hands on the desk with the shoulders of his blue uniform bunched up to his prominent ears.

      “Thank you for making time for us.” Hank sat forward. “I’m here to ask about a prisoner named Colin Row. He was incarcerated about thirty years ago for a period of six months.”

      Inspector Bon’s brows drew together and a little line formed between them. “That’s quite a while ago. I wasn’t Inspector back then.”

      Hank nodded. “I understand. But perhaps you have records?” He gave the officer a tight-lipped smile. “Anything would help.”

      Bon cleared his throat. “Well, anything for your highness. Though, our records vault is vast and labyrinthine.” He rose and sat himself on the corner of his desk. He hiked one leg up and looked up and off into the distance. “And we noble officers of the law are tasked with a grueling, never-ending mission to rid the streets of dangerous vermin. It leaves me little time to search old cases, but for someone of your importance I suppose I could make time to—”

      A few quick raps at the door cut him off.

      He sniffed with annoyance. “Yes?”

      The door popped open and a young officer peeked her head in. She smiled at Hank and me. “Sorry, sir, but I couldn’t help but overhear.” She stepped in and handed Bon a faded, bent manila envelope. “Here’s that file these folks were after. Just used a quick summoning spell.”

      Bon flushed bright red as he stared at the file in his hand.

      The officer winked at Hank and me. “The stone walls of this old place are practically soundproof.” She jerked her head to the open rectangular window above the door. “But it gets so hot in the warm months, the transoms make it impossible not to overhear when I sit at the desk just outside.” She bowed to her boss. “I’m just outside if you need me.”

      She closed the door behind her. I didn’t dare look at Hank, or I was sure I’d burst into laughter.

      “Well.” Bon cocked his head and popped his neck. “Some files are more easily located than others.”

      “Of course.” Hank pressed his lips tight together. He reached out a hand. “May I?”

      Bon jumped. “Right. Of course, your highness.” He handed the file to Hank.

      Hank set it on the desk and opened it while Bon and I leaned in to read over his shoulder. He perused a couple of intake forms, scanned a ledger of costs associated with Colin’s imprisonment, and then flipped the page and froze. He lifted the sheet of thick parchment with a stamped blue wax seal.

      “The royal pardon.”

      Bon frowned and leaned in to get a better look. “That’s highly unusual.”

      Hank let out a little noise of surprise. He tapped the paper. “Look at the signature.”

      “Councilor Hardee?” I looked at Hank for the significance of it.

      “He was my father’s top aide and confidant while I was growing up.” Hank frowned at the note again. “He passed away some time ago, but if he signed this, the order itself must’ve come from my father. Or at least he was aware of it.”

      Bon cleared his throat. “As I think on it, I may actually remember this prisoner. I wasn’t Inspector back then, but I was a young officer just starting my career here at the time. Young man? Ill?”

      Hank raised his brows. “Yes, actually. Anything you can tell us would be helpful.”

      Bon settled back on the corner of the desk. He folded one arm across his chest to form a shelf and rested the other elbow on it. He shifted on the desk, then shifted again, apparently unable to get just the perfect perch. “Let’s see now, it was quite a few years ago… simpler times when things were—”

      I could see this might be a while. “So, do you remember why he was released?”

      Bon scowled at me. “I was getting there, before you interrupted my reverie.”

      “Getting there slowly,” I muttered to Hank.

      His lips quirked to the side.

      “But no. I don’t think we were told why your old friend was released.” Bon sniffed. “Though I remember it stood out as strange.”

      Hank frowned. “How so?”

      “He was a nobody. Some kid arrested for stealing.” He shrugged. “He’d have been out soon anyway. Well…” He tipped his head from side to side. “If he’d lasted that long. He was quite ill.”

      “With the monster measles?” I leaned forward.

      Bon made a face. “Probably, but who knows. I stayed as far away from the infirmary as possible.” He shuddered. “Germs, and all that.”

      “So they kept a sick boy away from his family for stealing medicine?” I clicked my tongue. “That doesn’t seem just.”

      “It was actually a kindness.” Bon folded his hands. “We had a lot of prisoners at that time who couldn’t afford the treatment that the prison was able to provide. Sending him back out would probably have been a death warrant. Which was another reason it seemed strange to pardon the boy. I remember thinking to myself, if you’re going to free someone, might as well make it someone who was going to live past the end of the week.” He scoffed.

      Hank shook his head. “He was truly that sick?”

      Bon nodded.

      Hank turned to me. “But he was my mentor for years and years after that.” He pressed his lips together. “Come to think of it, he was always in perfect health. I don’t think he ever took a sick day… well, except for one time we snuck out to go to the Summer Sea Carnival.”

      I grinned.

      Bon tied us up for another twenty minutes with tales of his early days as an officer. By the time we got out of there it was nearly time for me to return to the bakery.

      I nudged Hank in the airship beside me. “At least we got out of that garden party, huh?”

      He grinned. “Worth it for that alone.” He swallowed, his eyes on the sky and the other airships we zipped past. “Imogen, I’m starting to think my father knows more about Colin’s disappearance than he let on.”

      I nodded. “Yeah. I think you’re right.”

      Hank shook his head. “I can understand why my father would have pardoned Colin to be my mentor, if he somehow discovered he was a swallow. From what I’ve pieced together, my parents were desperate to find someone who could help me control my powers.” He shrugged. “So they might have turned to a criminal, especially one as mild-mannered as Colin.” He steered us towards the huge island that held the kingdom’s castle. A swarm of airships hovered above it. “But what doesn’t make sense is the timeline, for one. My father appears to have pardoned Colin when I was only about two years old. I hadn’t even really begun to develop my powers by then. And furthermore, Colin didn’t start working as my mentor until I was about eight.”

      I frowned. “Yeah. That is weird.”

      “Right? Also, how did Colin make such a miraculous recovery?”

      We finished the flight in silence, both of us lost deep in thought. Hank walked me back to the bakery and we paused outside the white door that blended in with the white walls.

      He took my hands in his and rubbed the backs of them with his thumbs. “I know this wasn’t the most traditional date….”

      “Oh, this was a date?”

      He laughed at the shock on my face. “Okay, no, not really. But I had fun with you all the same.” He looked at me with a lopsided grin. “I always have fun with you.”

      “Aw.” I smiled so big my face hurt.

      “And so, that thing you think I don’t know about, but do…. You don’t need to do anything big, okay? As long as I get to spend time with you, I’ll be happy.” He kissed my forehead.

      I frowned deeply at him. “Come again?”

      He chuckled. “Right.” He lifted his hands in surrender. “Fine. I’ll play along.”

      “Hank, seriously, I don’t understand what you think—”

      He pushed the door open for me. As we stepped inside there were gasps, clanking pots, a flurry of movement, and then, as we came around the door, six stiff bakers staring back at us with wooden smiles plastered on their faces.
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      “Oh, Imogen and Hank. What a surprise.” Maple’s cheeks lost their color.

      Shoot! I’d bet my left kidney Horace was hiding somewhere in this room.

      “Hello.” Hank frowned at them, even as he smiled. “What’s going on? Everything okay?”

      Sam, Annie, Maple, Yann, and Wiley all spoke at once. “Yep.”

      “Going great!”

      “Never better!”

      “Yessss.”

      Hank grinned brightly and stepped forward. “Good, good. So you wouldn’t mind if I came over there and snagged a cookie or whatever you have baking?”

      “Oh, you know, now’s not the best time.” Annie’s wide eyes bored holes into me.

      “Yeah, you know.” I turned and grabbed Hank’s muscled arm to lead him back out. “I’d better get back to it, and I know you have a busy day of—of….”

      Hank chuckled and dipped his head to kiss me. He winked, his blue eyes sparkling. “That’s what I thought. Don’t worry, I’ll still act surprised. I know it’s childish of me, but I have to admit, I’m excited.” His eyes danced. “You make me…” He let out an embarrassed laugh, then beamed at me. “Happy.” He straightened and addressed the others. “I’ll leave you to your normal, everyday baking.” He still grinned to himself as he left.

      Once the door had closed behind him, I turned to my friends. “I’m assuming Horace is back there?”

      He straightened from behind the counter, a bored look on his face and a knife in his hand.

      I planted my hands on my hips. “Seriously? With the knife again?”

      He set it on the counter in front of Maple and moved a few steps away. He shrugged. “I held it to your snake friend this time, instead of precious Maple. Happy?”

      “No!” my friends and I chorused as one.

      I shook my head. “Couldn’t you just threaten us with magic?”

      Horace blinked. “Yes. But I’ve found something tangible, something in your hand and up against your throat, seems to motivate people much better than the more ephemeral threat of a spell.”

      Annie rolled her eyes.

      Wiley jabbed a thumb towards the door. “What’s up with lover boy?”

      I lifted my hands. “I have no idea. He’s been dropping little hints that he knows what I’m up to.”

      Maple’s jaw dropped. “Do you think he knows?”

      “That we’re planning to break into Carclaustra? I doubt he’d be in support of that.” I shook my head. “Oh my goddess.” I pressed my hands to my cheeks as my stomach sank. “Oh no. His birthday is on Friday. He’s noticed I’m acting weird, and whispering to Emmaline, and you guys are being secretive—he thinks I’m throwing him a surprise party.” I buried my face in my hands and groaned.

      A deep, throaty noise startled me into looking up.

      Horace was laughing—genuinely laughing. His shoulders shook and he pinched the bridge of his nose. My friends edged away from him, horrified looks on their faces.

      “What’s happening?” Maple’s eyes shifted to my brother.

      I folded my arms and shot Horace a flat look. “Oh, he’s just deriving joy from my misery… which he caused.”

      Horace let out a last chuckle or two, then wiped a tear from under his eye.

      I frowned. Why was I still hearing laughter? I looked to the oven where Iggy had his head thrown back, cackling.

      “Iggy!” I stomped my foot.

      My little flame shook his head. He laughed so hard he wheezed, which puffed glowing embers from his open mouth. “Does—does he want a pony? Face painting? H-have you invited all his classmates?” The last words rose at the end to a high-pitched whine and he devolved into hysterics again.

      I stomped my foot again. “It’s not funny!”

      Horace pressed a fist to his mouth, his face red from the effort of not laughing.

      “It’s sad!” I overenunciated the words. “His own family never even remembered his birthday, and now he thinks I’m being this great girlfriend and making up for his sand hole childhood with a party.”

      Horace snorted, a hand cupped over his mouth.

      I bared my teeth. “But in reality, I’ll be spending Hank’s birthday breaking into prison.”

      Annie lifted a finger. “Oh, so his birthday’s on Friday? I do remember Nan always making him a cake.”

      “Urg!” I huffed. “You guys, he’s going to be so disappointed.”

      Wiley grinned. “Just tell him you’ll have a belated celebration, a sort of delayed sentence, if you will.”

      I glared at him.

      Yann giggled. “Yah. Yust plead guilty to not planning ahead.”

      Annie snickered and I planted my hands on my hips.

      Maple pressed her lips together and tried to hide her smile. “He loves you. I’m sure he’ll grant you a pardon.”

      I raised my brows. “Et tu, Maple? Et tu?”

      Horace rose and cleared his throat. His tight cheeks and pursed lips told me he was still fighting the giggles. Which would have been funny in itself to me if I weren’t so upset. I sighed. Maybe I could convince Hank that I wasn’t throwing him a surprise party. After all, that would probably be the least of my worries on Friday.

      My brother lifted his slim hands. “So. You’ve decided on Friday?”

      I nodded. “We all talked this morning and agreed.” I walked over and leaned against the cool, smooth countertop. “Emmaline, Hank’s sister-in-law, convinced Urs Volker to allow her ladies’ salon group in for a tour. Well, the ladies and this one guy from the prison board.”

      Horace’s lips split into a grin. He looked me over. “Well done.”

      I couldn’t help but feel a little proud that my older brother was impressed with me. I shook myself. He was impressed that I’d conned a friend. Not cool.

      I lifted a palm. “So, we figured that would get me and Annie in, at least. I’m already included in the salon group, and we thought for Annie—”

      She stood taller. “That I could impersonate some foreign aristocrat, an acquaintance of Imogen’s.” She sniffed and lifted her nose in the air.

      Sam smiled at her. “That’sss how I sssmell the air, too. I never knew fancccy people were ssso much like sssnakesss.”

      “Wise words, Sam.” Iggy grinned.

      Horace drummed his fingers on the countertop, his eyes far away. He nodded to himself and looked up. “Very good. One of you can bring in the portal mirror disguised as a compact.”

      “I’ll do it.” Annie raised a finger. “They never suspect old ladies.”

      I clicked my tongue. “You’re not old.”

      She held up a hand. “Oh, I’m definitely old. And proud of it.”

      Yann grinned down at her.

      “So, we have a way in for us ladies.” I nodded.

      “And I have been helping Iggy memorize the ssschematicsss.” Sam adjusted his glasses.

      “So,” I continued. “We thought, I could bring Iggy to be my guide. We’ll pretend he’s my fancy pet or something, and comes everywhere with me.”

      “You’re a fancy pet,” Iggy grumbled.

      Horace blinked. “You’ll hide him in a lighter.”

      “Okay, fine. But… we haven’t figured out how to get the guys in.” I lifted my palm.

      “I may be able to assist with that.” Horace folded his hands. “They’ll sneak in as guards.”

      Maple bit her lip and looked up at Wiley. “Can’t wait to see you in the uniform.”

      My mouth fell open and I chuckled. “Maple! This is serious.”

      She dropped her eyes. “Sorry.” She fiddled with her apron strings. “He looks good in black.”

      Wiley beamed.

      I shook my head. “How are we going to get said uniforms?”

      Horace swung his pale eyes to me. “They’ll give them to us.”

      I plunked my face into my palm. “Of course.”

      Iggy nodded in mock seriousness. “That seems likely.”

      I turned my head, scraping my cheek along my hand, to face my brother. “Madeline L’Orange told me she’s tried for years to get any of the guards to spill about Carclaustra secrets—no luck. She said they’re all incredibly loyal and wouldn’t speak to her. And you expect one of these guards to just hand over not one but two uniforms?”

      “It’s true. They’re loyal men.” He cocked his head. “If you wanted absolute loyalty, what would you do?”

      Wiley folded his arms across his chest. “Sorry, but we’re not all criminal masterminds.”

      “Clearly.” Horace pushed back from the counter and paced back and forth in front of us. “You might hire an entire team of upright citizens, who believe so deeply in the rule of law, that they’d pledge themselves to you and your cause, with undying devotion.”

      Wiley snickered.

      “Exactly. Such men are rare. Hard to fill an entire prison staff with them.”

      “If they exist at all.” Annie looked skeptical.

      Horace turned to her. “Urs Volker is one. But Bernhardt Beckham, who staffed the prison, was not. He had looser morals, allegiance that could be bought. And so that’s what he did. He found men with secrets and bought their loyalty by holding those secrets over them.”

      I frowned. “What a guy.”

      “Only now Beckham’s dead and Urs is in charge. ‘The Bear’ has no tolerance for moral failings, and so certain members of his staff are struggling to keep their secrets to themselves.” His eyes flashed. “Which leaves them vulnerable to manipulation.”

      “You’re scary sometimes.” I shook my head.

      “So, who are we manipulating?” Annie lifted a thin brow.

      “I’ve done some research.” Horace stopped pacing and moved back to stand before the kitchen island. “A certain fellow has a gambling addiction. He’s lost his wife, home… nearly everything. He’ll be at the Slivered Moon tonight after his prison shift.”

      “The gambling hall?” Wiley shifted on his feet.

      Maple turned to him. “You know this place?”

      He licked his lips as his face reddened. “My dad used to drag me along with him as a kid.”

      I scoffed at Horace. “How do you know he’ll be there? How will we recognize him?”

      “I’ve done my research.”

      “Fine. Be all mysterious.” I rolled my eyes.

      He leveled a flat look at me. “His buzz cut. That’s how you’ll recognize him.”

      “So, what?” Wiley asked. “We threaten to tell Urs about his addiction if he doesn’t give us his uniform?

      “It would be preferable if you secured the uniforms without him knowing how badly you want them. He’ll be less suspicious and less likely to report the loss to Urs.”

      Wiley folded his arms. “We’ll see what we can do.”

      “This, uh, might be a silly question.” Maple lifted a finger. “But couldn’t we just make our own uniforms?”

      Horace shook his head. “They’re enchanted with proprietary spells—even I can’t replicate them. They’ll allow you entrance to the prison.” He glanced at Yann and Wiley.

      I nodded. “So, that would get the guys in as guards, Annie and I go in as part of the ladies’ group with Iggy. Annie’s got the portal mirror in her purse, disguised as a compact. And Iggy will be able to guide us to the control room and the containment theatre.”

      Horace blinked. His eyes slid to Maple and Sam. “And what of these two?”

      Wiley stepped forward. “Maple’s not going anywhere near that prison.”

      Horace folded his arms. “I suspect she can speak for herself.”

      Maple leaned around Wiley. “Maple’s not going anywhere near that prison.”

      I tried to stifle my smile. “Someone needs to be here to keep the bakery going, or it’s going to look suspicious. Plus, we’ll not only be baking that day, but also packing up and moving back to Bijou Mer. It’s a big job, and if it doesn’t get done, people will look for us. So we’ve all decided Maple and Sam are staying behind.”

      “Besides.” Wiley folded his arms and widened his stance as if preparing for a fight. “They’ve got more to lose than any of us. She has a family she loves, a successful career as head royal baker…. If, and let’s be real, when we’re caught, we’re not taking her down with us.”

      Annie hugged one arm around Sam. “And you know how people feel about shifters.” She shook her head. “We aren’t risking Sam going to trial.”

      “I want to help.” Maple frowned. “You told me this morning it was because we had to keep the bakery going, and I was head baker and someone would probably ask after me.” She shook her head. “It’s not fair for me to stay safe when you’re all risking so much. I mean, Annie has a family, too.”

      Annie shrugged. “I have a wonderful family, but… well, they don’t need an old bat like me anymore. Not for much, at least. It’s why I moved to Bijou Mer. After Ronald, my husband, passed away…” She sighed. “I needed a purpose.” She looked at Maple and me. “You’ll understand when you get to be my age. Well, if we all survive past Friday that is. But the world doesn’t know what to do with older women.” Her lips quirked to the side. “I wasn’t about to spend my days in a rocking chair feeding hard candies to pigeons in the park.”

      I frowned at Maple and mouthed, “Do pigeons eat hard candies?”

      Wiley lifted a long finger. “Question. How’d the rocking chair get into the park?”

      Annie ignored him. “So I moved to a new place, started a new career in my fifties, and you know what? I love my life. But I’ve lived it. And I’ve made choices that were unconventional. And now I’m choosing to impersonate a socialite and break some criminals out of prison.” She smiled at Maple, her small eyes twinkling. “But you have a lot more living to do, missy, so let your friends protect you, hm?”

      Maple huffed. “You all have a lot to lose. I’m not the only one.” She lifted a hand toward me. “Imogen is dating Hank.”

      “And I’m the one who got us all into this mess.”

      “Well.” She tried again. “Yann. What about your mother?”

      He grinned. “She’s liffing een a beach town with her boyfriend. She’ll be fine. Besides, you are all my best friends. I’d rather go down weeth you den be safe alone.”

      “Sssame here.” Sam lifted his arm straight up in the air.

      “Sam, you’re staying here.” Annie gently pressed his arm down.

      “You’ve got—you’ve got…,” Maple pleaded with Wiley. “Oh. I’ll just be here, worried sick about you.”

      He planted his hands on his hips. “Oh my goddess, you can’t think of a single thing I have to live for. Don’t think I didn’t notice I was last, by the way.”

      “No—I was last!” Iggy grumbled. “What about you, Iggy? Nope. No one remembers the flames.”

      “Psh.” I grinned at him. “Don’t think I’m going in there without you.”

      His expression softened and he seemed mollified.

      Maple’s face flushed bright red. “That’s not what I meant. You know I—”

      Wiley chuckled and pulled her into a hug. “Don’t fight it. We’re all keeping you safe, end of story.”

      Maple’s shoulders slumped and her arms hung limply at her sides as Wiley held her against him. “Fine.”

      Horace leaned forward and rested his elbows on the countertop. He looked at me. “I think I know what you see in them.”

      I lifted a brow.

      “What you see in each other.”

      Maple and I exchanged confused looks.

      “You’re all outsiders.”

      A moment of silence followed.

      Maple frowned. “I’m not an outsider.”

      Sam nodded. “I like the outssside.”

      Annie scoffed, Wiley rolled his eyes, and Yann uttered, “Nooo.”

      I scoffed. “Just ’cause you’re an outcast, don’t put that on us.”

      He looked down, his lips pressed tight together and eyes wide.

      “Er. Hate to agree with the murderous psycho, but he’s right.” Iggy winced as all eyes whipped to him.

      I folded my arms. “You think you’re an outsider?”

      Iggy lifted his little flame arms. “I’m a baking fire who doesn’t like to hang out with the other baking fires. They don’t get why I’d ever want to leave the safety and warmth of the oven.” He shook his head. “But I can’t live that small. Instead, I hang out with you fools all the time.” He opened his eyes wide. “Do you see any of the other fires doing that?”

      I scratched the back of my neck. He had a point.

      “I’m kind of an outsider,” Iggy finished.

      Horace pointed at Annie. “The old woman doesn’t socialize with other old women, or follow what society expects of her.” He jerked his chin at Yann. “The ginger left his home and broke with the family lumberjack tradition to bake.”

      “Your family are lumberjacks?” I looked at Maple, who seemed just as surprised. How did I not know that about Yann? And how did Horace? I rolled my eyes to myself. He’d probably say, research.

      Horace looked at Sam. “A snake who’s shifted into human form but is hardly accepted by human society.” He looked at Wiley. “A kid with a rough life and street experience, in and out of jail, and now working in the royal bakery, and finally—” He turned to me. “A woman who grew up human, never knowing she had magic, but who never quite fit in and now doesn’t quite fit into magical society, or the aristocratic set her boyfriend runs with, either. Have I summed that up accurately?”

      My mind whirled as the silence stretched on. Had Horace, who’d barely spent a few hours with us all, pegged us better than we could peg ourselves?

      “What about me?” Maple’s voice came out small.

      “You do the best of fitting in.” Horace nodded. “Which is probably why your friends are trying to protect you. You have the best chance at leading a normal, respectable life.” He sniffed. “Though, if you ask me, what’s the point? Such a trite way to live.”

      Her brows pulled together and she blinked as she thought it over.

      “Though, personally, I think you go against the grain in your own way. You’re quite young to be head royal baker, and a woman pursuing her career in a position of leadership. I don’t think you’re as average as you appear.”

      Her lips quirked to the side. “Thanks.” She frowned. “I think.”

      I scoffed. “So we’re all a bunch of weirdos like you, is that it? We should all be trying to take down society, and stick it to the man?”

      “Which man?” Sam blinked at me.

      Horace opened his palms. “All I meant is I can see why you chose to protect them. That day on the volcano, I saw you all as part of the problem.” He looked at me. “I couldn’t understand how a sister of mine could be blind to the evil and corruption all around us. But you’ve all… surprised me.”

      I grinned in spite of myself. “You approve of my friends?”

      Horace sniffed and looked away.

      “Does this mean we don’t have to break into Carclaustra anymore?” Maple clasped her hands together and bared her teeth in a pleading smile.

      “Would you all leave Imogen and Sam in there to rot? Or Wiley and Annie? Or any of you?”

      No one answered.

      “I can’t leave Nate and Pritney in there.”

      Wiley shifted on his feet and rolled his shoulders. “I hate to say it, but… I can respect that.” He lifted a long finger. “Mind you, I’m not happy about being used for your diabolical plan, but… I can understand it.”

      “Should we join hands and sing kumbaya?” Iggy clapped in mock excitement.

      Horace rose. “Good luck at the Slivered Moon tonight. I’ll return tomorrow.”

      I swiveled on my stool to watch him walk toward the open windows behind us. He paused and turned to me. “To be clear, I still despise your choice of lovers.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Well, in case you’ve forgotten, we’re not the typical family and I’m not looking for my big brother’s permission.”

      He blinked. “He’s a prince, his father’s son. Don’t forget it.”

      I folded my arms. “He’s nothing like his father.”

      Horace’s face darkened. “He will always choose his father, though. Remember that.”

      I shoved off the stool and faced him, my hands clenched into fists. “He loves me.”

      “Look at his actions, not his words. He didn’t choose you, Imogen. You were a default when Shaday backed out of the wedding.”

      Well, that cut deep. I clenched my hands tighter and ground my teeth. “Get out!”

      He lifted his palms, turned into a bird, and winged out the open window.

      I spun around, my face still hot with anger.

      Wiley closed one eye. “Did he turn into a—”

      “Swallow?” Annie finished for him. “Yep.”

      “Huh.” Wiley nodded. “Kind of clever.”

      “Nope!” I lifted both index fingers. “You’re not allowed to like him. He’s such a jerk.” I threw myself onto the stool.

      Annie shook a finger. “You know, I didn’t see the relation before, but I do now. You two definitely fight like siblings.”
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      Later that night, Wiley guided our airship through the bustling night sky. The sideways smile of a crescent moon peeked out from behind the floating island that loomed ahead. Wiley spun the wheel and we veered to the right and dipped under the trailing vines and roots of the island’s soil underside.

      I leaned forward from the back seat and put a hand each on Wiley’s and Maple’s seats. “Where’d you learn to pilot?”

      Wiley chuckled. “My dad would get so plastered I learned as a kid to get us home.” He shrugged. “Well, before we were banned from renting them after he refused to let me pilot one night and crashed us into a rope bridge.”

      Maple grimaced. “That sounds scary.”

      “Eh, everyone was fine.” He waved it off, but his expression darkened.

      We swooped through a cloud bank, the stars and sky beyond obscured. Wiley pushed a lever forward on the crowded dashboard of knobs, levers, dials, and buttons. The ship slowed.

      “Now, if I remember rightly, it’s in here somewhere.” Wiley leaned forward and squinted. White clouds blanketed the front windshield and glass roof above.

      “As in—in the clouds?” I looked up. White mist rushed past the windows. How would we ever find this place?

      “Yep. Good place to hide.” Wiley straightened. “Aha! See it?” He pointed, and Maple and I leaned in.

      “Those lights?” Maple pointed at a couple of dim glowing orbs.

      “The Slivered Moon. So many memories here. None of them good.” Wiley pushed the lever and we crept forward. The lights grew bigger and brighter until a large dirigible came into view among the mist. The huge oval-shaped balloon supported a small rectangular compartment that hung below. Wiley had explained they called it a gondola. Lights and shadows moved across the gondola’s windows. Many smaller airships, like our own, hovered about the large dirigible, tethered to it by ropes. As we neared, Wiley cut the engine and pulled a microphone down from over his head. He held the metal device to his mouth and clicked a button with his finger.

      “The Star Skipper requesting permission to dock.” He released the button and we waited.

      Static sounded on the other end, and then came a female voice. “Hello, Star Skipper. Is that a royal crest you’re sporting?”

      Wiley half spun around and shot me a look. “I told you we should have rented a nondescript one.”

      I folded my arms. “Well, this was faster. They were just sitting around at the palace, waiting to be used.”

      Wiley cleared his throat and clicked the button. “Borrowed it. No royals on board, though.”

      “Borrowed or stole?” The woman’s voice lowered.

      “Borrowed. We’re on staff.” Wiley released the button and turned to me. “See, now she knows we work at the palace. We’ve already lost some of our anonymity.”

      “I’m sure it’ll be fine.” I hoped.

      “Go ahead, then.” The woman’s voice cut out.

      “We’re in.” Wiley pressed a button and a rope shot out from our ship and tethered us to the dirigible with a little spark of magic where it connected to the balloon. It then reeled us in, closer and closer, until the door to our airship hovered in front of a platform on the outside of the gondola like a front porch. The three of us unfastened our seat belts, rose, and moved to the door. Wiley had to stoop, but managed to crank the metal door open. A strong wind rushed inside and blew my bangs into my eyes. Maple and I staggered back.

      Wiley stood beside the door. “Come on. Careful, now.” He held his hand out and Maple took it. She’d insisted on coming since she wouldn’t be going into the prison. She said she had to have some role outside the bakery and wouldn’t listen to any dissuading arguments. My stomach clenched with worry as she stood at the doorway. The airship bobbed and dipped slightly in the wind, as did the dirigible platform. The bouncers, two enormous men in ripped jeans and worn jackets, stepped forward and gripped Maple’s hands.

      I let out a sigh of relief after she stepped across the gap and stood safely on the platform.

      Wiley turned to me. “Imogen?”

      I hesitated, then gingerly took his hand. “I’m not such a huge fan of heights and—”

      Before I could protest, the bouncers reached in and hauled me out. I fell into Maple’s arms and held onto her with a death grip. The strong wind whipped her hair into my face.

      “Just don’t look down, okay?”

      “Well, now you know I have to.” I glanced to the side and nearly passed out. A blanket of clouds below us thinned to reveal the earth, tiny and twinkling with the lights of cities below. My knees buckled and Maple dipped to catch me. I nodded and hugged my arms tight around her. “Dumb idea.”

      Wiley came up onto the platform next. “Let’s head in, ladies.” I glanced over my shoulder as I led the way inside. The rope to our airship lengthened and our ship floated out to hover further away again. I grinned to myself—kinda like valet parking. I stepped inside, followed by Maple and Wiley. Warmth and jaunty piano music greeted us.  We stood on a wooden balcony that wrapped around three sides of the Slivered Moon. Down below, men and a few women sat at small tables in the cramped space. Faded oriental rugs checkered the floor and a musician banged away at piano keys in the corner. Patrons played card and dice games, drank from tankards of beer, and sang shanties at the tops of their lungs. The place seemed tiny to me, especially compared to the size of the balloon that supported it.

      Wiley leaned close to Maple and me to be heard over the din. “This place used to be uber fancy. Then dirigibles kinda went out of style, I guess, so now it’s a seedy bar where you go to drink for cheap and do some unregulated gambling.”

      I rubbed my palms together. “You know I love me some unregulated gambling. The more unregulated, the better.”

      He shook his head and though a smile played at the corners of his mouth, his eyes looked tired. “Nothing’s changed. It’s exactly the same as when my dad used to drag me here as a kid.”

      “Do you see the guy anywhere?” Maple gripped the railing.

      I bit my lip as I scanned the room. “Ooh.” I pointed at a group of guys drinking and playing cards in the corner opposite the piano player. “I spy with my little eye, a buzz cut.”

      Maple shot me a quizzical look.

      I waved a hand. “Ignore me.” I frowned. “He’s not wearing his uniform though.” Instead he wore too-small slacks and a worn tee.

      “He probably changed in his airship.” Wiley patted the railing. “Shall we, ladies?” He led the way around the balcony to the far side where we took the stairs down into the main hall. I let out a shaky exhale. This would work… it had to.

      The stairs creaked below my heeled feet and I tugged at the hem of my short dress. All part of the plan, a little distraction to help us charm this guy if needed. I longed for my bed and pajamas—it’d been a long day already, and the night was just beginning. We moved to the bar, our steps cushioned by the stained, tattered rugs. Wiley ordered himself a stein of beer, and a glass of white wine each for Maple and me.

      When the bartender came back with my glass I blinked at it. “I’m honestly shocked that this place has wine.”

      “Snob.” Wiley grinned.

      We clinked glasses and Maple bit her lip. “Good luck, Wi.”

      He nodded and moved off. He meandered through the room, looking right and left, with no apparent aim. He leaned against one of the wooden pillars below the balcony and sipped his beer. I shifted on my sticky barstool.

      “Quite the place, huh?” I looked around.

      “Huh?” Maple leaned closer.

      I grinned and shook my head. The raucous singing and the manic piano music made conversation nearly impossible. I glanced back over my shoulder. Wiley walked casually up to our target—the biggest of three huge men in the corner. He said something and they laughed. He stood there chatting with them for a bit, then pulled out the fourth chair and sat down.

      “He’s in!” Maple’s eyes lit up.

      I spun back around to face her. I didn’t want my watching him to be conspicuous. Part one of the plan had gone smoothly. Now Wiley had to play with them for a while, long enough to inconspicuously mark the cards with his thumbnail. He’d shown us how one of the circles in the design on the back of the card acted like a clock face. He’d mark the circle at the number two spot for a two, for example, or eleven for a jack. A little trick his upstanding father had taught him. He’d made us play game after game with him in the bakery this afternoon so he could practice. I’d been amazed at how he could read the marks in our hand of cards from across the table and therefore knew when to fold, or when to raise. Even though it was cheating, it required a lot of skill.

      Maple bit her lip as she watched him now over my shoulder. She twirled a curled strand of blonde hair. “He’s so good at it.”

      “You thinking about cards right now or…?”

      Her glazed eyes focused on me; she blinked and then scoffed as she registered my words. Her cheeks flushed bright pink. “No! I mean, yes, cards.”

      “Right.” I took a sip of my wine, my brows raised high.

      She clicked her tongue at me.

      Now we just had to wait, so might as well enjoy a little wine with my best girlfriend while I was at it.

      After the piano player finished his loud song, Maple took a sip and swiveled toward me. “I know this sounds crazy, but in a weird way, this is kind of fun.”

      “Sticky barstools?” I grinned.

      “No, silly. The seedy bar, the heist, the outwitting everyone.” She shivered and wriggled a little in her seat. “It’s kind of exciting, don’t you think?”

      “I think…” I took a sip of my wine. “That you and Wiley are going to have a fun night later.”

      She batted at my arm. “Come on. You’re not having even a little fun?”

      “Fine. I’m having a little fun.” I grinned.

      Maple reached over and rubbed the ends of my hair. “You look good blonde, you know? I prefer red, but you’re really pulling it off.”

      “Thanks.” I was spelling a disguise for myself since I’d gotten so recognizable lately. Blonde instead of red hair, brown eyes instead of blue, a smaller nose and bigger lips. I traced a circle on the wooden bar top with my finger, lost in thought. Something from earlier was still bugging me. I looked up. “You know, where does Horace get off telling me that Hank’s not good for me. He’s forcing us to break his girlfriend out of prison and she’s a murderer,” I scoffed.

      Maple took a sip and eyed me carefully. “You’re right, of course.”

      I nodded. “Thank you.”

      She twirled her wine glass in her slender fingers. “I’m just wondering why it’s bothering you then?”

      I frowned and thought back to the way I’d felt when Horace said those things about Hank. “I’m just angry that he thinks he knows what’s best for me, when he hardly even knows me.” I shook my head and kept my eyes on the bar. “And—and it stung, a little. That comment he made about Hank not choosing me.” I bit my lip. “I guess I’d already had that thought myself and hated someone else voicing it.”

      Maple cleared her throat and I looked up. “Hank adores you.” She grinned. “The way he lights up when he sees you—it’s so cute. You two are great together.”

      I nodded. “Thank you.” I shook my head. “I just can’t help but wonder—what if Horace didn’t set Tar loose and interrupt the wedding? Would Hank have said ‘I do’?” I lifted my hands. “And it’s not because I doubt that he loves me, and I’m not questioning if he had feelings for Shaday or anything. It’s more…. It’s more what Horace said. He was marrying Shaday because his father ordered him to. And I wonder, who would he pick, if it came to it? Me or his dad?” I covered my face with my hands. “Not like I want him to have to choose.” I shook my head. “Sorry, I feel like such a jumbled mess.”

      Maple made a little groan of sympathy. “You’ve got a lot going on right now.”

      I lifted my head and chuckled. “Right? You, too.”

      She laughed and we clinked our glasses together, then finished what was left. I lifted a finger to catch the bartender’s attention. “Two more, please.” He nodded and collected our glasses. I grinned at Maple. “Well, might as well enjoy the time we have now.”

      “Cheers to that.”

      The bartender brought us two refilled glasses and we clinked them together. We chatted and passed the time for another hour or so. I filled Maple in on Colin Row’s jail record and the mysterious royal pardon, and she caught me up on her plans for Wiley to have his first official dinner with her family in a few weeks. She was right about it being fun, actually. Since my new social obligations with Hank’s family kept me busy most nights, I’d really missed our happy hours at the Rusted Wreck. And since this place was a bit of a rusted wreck, it felt like home. We were only able to enjoy ourselves by ignoring the elephant in the room, though: that the day after tomorrow we’d be staging a prison break.

      “Oh!” Maple tapped my arm. “Finish your drink, he’s giving the signal.”

      I stifled a grin as I glanced back. Wiley had doubled over at the table coughing and one of the other men clapped his back, hard. Quite the signal, Wiley. I’d imagined more of a discreet cough. I slid off the stool and my legs nearly buckled. I snickered and teetered behind Maple the short distance to the corner. Then again, he’d probably tried a smaller cough and we hadn’t heard him over the ruckus.

      “Hi there, fellas.” I winked and stuck my hip out.

      Maple shot me a wide-eyed look, no doubt due to the accent I’d adopted. This might be our last night out together. I shrugged. Might as well have a little fun. She pressed her lips together and her eyes shone.

      She whirled on Wiley. “Hey, ba-by.” She blew him an air kiss.

      He froze, his brows drawn together in confusion. Maple and I giggled at each other. A big guy wearing a baseball cap shifted in his seat, his thick hands stacked on top of the deck. “You ladies with this guy?” He jerked his chin at Wiley.

      “Yeaaaahhh.” My voice came out a high whine. Maple and I burst into giggles again. Was four glasses too much wine?

      “Ha.” Wiley tugged at the collar of the open button-up he wore over a tee. “You two are… something.”

      “Ain’t they, though.” The guy we stood behind turned in his seat and winked at me. “Pretty as punch.”

      “I like punch.” Maple’s shoulders shook, she laughed so hard. We leaned our heads together and giggled.

      Wiley patted the table. “Well, this has been delightful, gentlemen, but as you can see I’ve got to get these two lushes home.” He leaned forward and hugged his massive pile of blue and red chips closer. He pulled his wand out of his back pocket and held his hands over the pile. The chips flew into the pockets of his jeans. He pushed his chair back and rose.

      The guy with his back to the corner gripped the table. “You’re cashing out?” He gritted his teeth together, his hard eyes full of desperation. This was our buzz cut, our target. Two measly chips sat on the table in front of him, while the other two men at the table still had healthy piles. I eyed Wiley’s overflowing pockets, impressed. He’d managed to not only cheat the game, but in such a way that he appeared to only have taken buzz cut’s money.

      Wiley lifted his palms. “I’ve got to go, sorry.”

      Buzz cut shoved back from the table and stood glowering at Wiley. At six five, Wiley was quite tall, but this guy stood just as tall and probably weighed twice as much as our friend. The guy’s lips curled back from his teeth. “You’re going to keep playing. I’m going to win that back.”

      Wiley winced. “Afraid I’ve got to go.”

      The guy with the baseball cap gestured at his friend. “Sit down, Smith. Sit down.”

      Smith, our target, ignored him. His face went slack. He was pleading now. “Play. Just another few hands.” His eyes slid to Maple and me. “I’m sure the ladies won’t mind, seems like they’re having a good time.” He pressed his lips tight together and his chest heaved. “I need you to stay, man.”

      Wiley let out a heavy sigh and ran his hand through his hair. He shifted on his feet. “Gee, I wish I could help you, I really do. But—” He turned to me and Maple. “We’ve got that thing….”

      I nodded. “A thing.” My head felt heavy. I giggled.

      The color drained from Smith’s face.

      “But hey.” Wiley sucked some air over his teeth. “I don’t normally like to do this sort of thing, but you seem like a nice guy. We could barter for some chips?”

      The guy’s brows flattened low over his small eyes. I grinned to myself. Eyes like little raisins.

      “I ain’t got much to barter.”

      “You can try me.” Wiley slid an arm around Maple’s bare shoulders. “You let me know, because we’ve got to go.”

      Maple blinked up at Wiley, confused. “We do?”

      I nodded and winked. Why did my whole face help me wink? “Remember. The thing.”

      Maple pressed one eye closed, her other twitching. “Riiggghhht. The thing.”

      The guy in the cap frowned at us. “Why are they doing that?”

      “Ha. Eh.” Wiley flashed his eyes at Maple. “They have a condition.”

      Smith edged around the table. “Fine. You can check out my airship, see if there’s anything you wanna trade for. I’ll be right back, fellas.” He led the way. “I ain’t giving you my ship though, just so we’re clear.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it.” Wiley steadied Maple. I staggered up the stairs behind them and clomped my way around the balcony. We’d nearly reached the exit when a rough-looking old guy shouldered past Wiley. When they spun to look at each other, they froze.

      The old man had patchy white hair, puffy bags under his eyes, and a drooping face. He narrowed his bloodshot eyes. “Miller?”

      A muscle jumped in Wiley’s jaw. “You have me confused with someone else.” He turned to go, but the old guy shot a hand out and gripped his shoulder.

      “You’re his boy, ain’t you?”

      Wiley jerked his shoulder to throw the man’s hand off.

      “Heh.” The old man flashed a mouth full of missing and rotten teeth. “You is. And here you be, back at the Slivered Moon. Like old times, ain’t it?”

      Smith, turned. “We doing this or what?” He jerked his head towards the exit.

      Wiley turned to go but the old man sneered. “Running away, huh? You look like your pappy, but you sure ain’t actin’ like him.” He cackled and the laugh devolved into a wheezing, coughing fit. “Why, he’d a hit a man as soon as look at ’im. Quite the temper ol’ Miller had.” He cackled again.

      “Come on.” Wiley ground his teeth and followed Smith to the exit. I hugged the railing as I passed the old man to stay as far away as possible.

      “Temper’s what got him killed. You got a temper, boy?”

      Wiley glanced back as he ducked out the door, his eyes ablaze. But Maple murmured something to him and he turned away from the old man and stepped out onto the deck. Maple and I followed. The bouncers were already magically reeling in Smith’s airship. I tried to catch Wiley’s eye to ask him about the old guy, but he looked forward and pretended not to see me. I made the mistake of glancing down at the open sky around us. The world spun and I whimpered and latched on to Maple’s arm. The world had already been spinning a little—adding vertigo to my buzz was just one equilibrium issue too many.

      As Smith’s airship drew near, I made out a couple of rust patches and some duct tape across the front windshield. I sure hoped for his sake that was enchanted duct tape. Smith spun the wheel on the door, like the entrance to a submarine, and pushed it open. “Watch your step.”

      Wiley and Maple offered me their hands as I climbed in last, down a couple of narrow, steep steps. It was bigger than our own ship, but not by much. The chaotic control panel buzzed with lights and emitted a low hum. Clothes and crumpled blankets littered the sleeping bunk opposite the door. I spotted an open can of beans resting on a hot plate and suddenly the burnt smell made sense.

      Smith stooped and scooped up a pile of clothes. He dumped them on the bunk and ran a hand across his short hair. “Sorry for the mess, ladies.” He dipped his chin.

      “Is this your home?” I moved deeper into the space.

      “No! Well….” He rubbed the back of his neck. “My wife kicked me out last week. So yeah, I been sleepin’ in here since. But it’s just temporary.”

      Wiley sniffed. “You have kids?”

      The guy’s face flushed red and he kept his eyes down. “Yeah, two, boy and a girl.” He jerked his head. “Hey, you some sorta sicko who’s interested in my kids, you can take your chips and—”

      Wiley held up his palms. “I’m not interested in your kids.”

      The guy’s chest heaved and after a few tense moments, his shoulders slumped. “Just a little protective, that’s all. You see anything you willing to trade for?”

      Maple and I searched the perimeter. I peeked inside a couple of open built-in drawers. I gave Wiley a little shake of the head; we needed more time.

      Wiley cleared his throat. “Possibly, possibly. Ladies, let me know if you see anything that catches your fancy.” He folded his arms and turned to Smith. “Listen, I just ask because you seem like a decent guy. My dad could’ve been a decent guy. But he had a big-time gambling problem—this was one of his favorite haunts, for a while.”

      Smith crossed his beefy arms. “That guy back there knew your pop, huh?”

      Wiley let out a dry laugh. “Yeah. And you can see how that turned out for him. And my dad—he died, not much older than I am now, or you. But before he died, he lost it all—my mom, our house, his friends.” He shook his head. “Word of advice, get help. Don’t do that to yourself—or your kids.”

      Smith’s chin trembled slightly.

      I moved closer to the control panel, still looking for the uniforms, but unable to stop my eavesdropping.

      “Oof!”

      I looked up. Maple bent over and rubbed her knee, wincing, in front of an open drawer. She must’ve run into it while watching Wiley and Smith, too.

      Smith sniffed his now red nose and blinked his glassy eyes. “I’ll, uh—” He cleared his throat. “I’ll think about that, man. Thanks.”

      Wiley nodded.

      “Hey!” Maple pointed down at the open drawer she’d bumped into. “Look, uniforms.”

      Bingo.

      She reached in and held up a black uniform trimmed in gold, a badge still clipped to the breast pocket. “Look!”

      I teetered over in my heels and held up the one lying in the drawer below it. “Another one!”

      He shook his head and moved over to us, shaking his open hands. “No. Nope. Sorry, ladies, but those are off-limits.”

      Maple and I pouted.

      I conjured up my best baby voice. “But, we’re going to this costume party.”

      Maple nodded. “And we wanted to match.”

      Smith gingerly grabbed the uniforms and attempted to lay them back into the drawer, but we held on tight.

      “We really, really want them.” I batted my lashes. “Please…?”

      “I can’t.” He shook his head, his blond brows lifted in the middle. “If my boss found out, I’d lose my job. It’s a security issue.”

      I fought to hold in a smile. “I know janitor is a very important position, but we would never violate the janitor code and use these uniforms for ill intentions.”

      He frowned. “Wait.” He held the black uniforms up. “You think these are janitor uniforms?” His mouth twitched toward a grin.

      Maple nodded. “We’ll be sexy janitors!” She clapped her hands and bounced on her toes.

      I joined in on the clapping, while Smith continued to look at us, a perplexed expression on his face. “How will that be sexy? And anyway, these will we be way too big for you two.”

      “Oh, uh.” I waved it off. “We’ll cut the bottom of the shirts off and tie them above our belly buttons.”

      Maple nodded. “And we’ll cut the pants to make short shorts.”

      I clapped. “Ooh, and we can carry brooms and mops.”

      Smith’s throat bobbed. He licked his lips. “You ladies are seriously going to cut these up? They’ll be practically unrecognizable.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, but we’ll know that they’re authentic janitor’s uniforms.”

      Maple flashed a dazzling smile. “And that’s what counts.”

      Smith shook his head, which I understood, because at this point, I was confusing myself.  He turned and looked back at Wiley. “Yeah, but, you can’t seriously be willing to trade back all my chips for some costumes, right, man?” He gestured to the cot. “I’ve got some gold chains you might want? Or a spare fuel cell for your airship?”

      Wiley shrugged. “You know, I’m pretty good on chains and fuel cells.” He swept an arm towards Maple and me. “If that’s what the ladies want, then I’m willing to give you all your money back for those uniforms. Happy wife, happy life, right?”

      I glanced at Maple. Her cheeks flushed. She mouthed, “Wife?” at Wiley. He winked.

      Smith licked his lips and his eyes fell. “Yeah. Probably good advice I should keep in mind.” He shook his head and turned back to Wiley. “Are you for real, man?” He looked at Wiley’s bulging pockets. “That’s over two thousand doubloons plus a—”

      Wiley held up his hands. “Look, money’s no object for me, and if that’s what my gal wants, I’m willing to pay for it.” He shrugged. “You’ve got to have another janitor’s uniform or two, right?”

      Smith shook his head. “Just one more. I’ll have to do a lot of laundry.”

      Wiley held his hands up like scales. “Extra laundry, or lose all your money?”

      Smith scrubbed his face with his meaty hands. “Fine.”

      I beamed.

      “Fine. It’s a deal.”

      Maple and I squealed and danced around with the uniforms. Wiley grabbed his wand and magicked all the chips from his pocket and floated them into a little pile on Smith’s bed.

      He grinned. “Pleasure doing business with you. Best of luck out there.” He clapped Smith on the shoulder and we climbed out onto the platform next to the bouncers. Smith hesitated inside.

      “If—if you go back in, tell those other fellas I’m heading out for tonight.”

      Wiley grinned. “Good choice, man.”

      Smith nodded and shut the door. A moment later the tether magically retracted and his airship swerved out and away, into the night sky.

      I bit my lip. “I feel kinda bad that we basically stole his uniforms.”

      Wiley hugged Maple to his side. “Don’t be. I gave him more money than I took from him. Hopefully he uses it to get help.”

      Maple grinned up at him. “You did?”

      He nodded and she beamed and snuggled tighter against him. The bouncers called our airship in. It had nearly reached the platform, tugged in by the rope, when the door to the Slivered Moon flew open. It battered against the side as the creepy old guy from earlier staggered out. He jabbed a thumb over his shoulder, his wand in his other hand. “Fight inside!”

      The bouncers spun toward him.

      “Hurry, fellas, there’s a lot of blood!”

      Both bouncers dashed inside. As soon as they crossed the threshold, the old man pointed his wand and the door flew shut.

      “Hey!” The guys spun and tugged at the door. It bounced, but remained closed.

      The old guy leveled his wand at Maple.

      Chills crept up my spine. “What are you doing?” I hugged my bundled uniform tighter against me.

      He grinned a Jack-o-lantern smile and ignored me, his crazed eyes on Wiley. “Yer old man stole my lady from me! Now I’m a take your ladies—looks like you have a spare!” He cackled his wheezing laugh.

      Wiley slid in front of Maple and me, his arms stretched out at his sides.

      “We can defend ourselves.” Maple lifted her brows.

      “I know,” he hissed over his shoulder. “Normally, but you’re both barely managing to stay upright.”

      Good point, Wiley.

      The door shook as the bouncers tried to bust their way out. They pounded the door, their muffled shouts coming from within.

      “Leave it, Goakes,” Wiley practically growled. “Your beef was with my father and I’m not him.”

      “Oh ho ho! No?” The old man, Goakes, swayed in place. “Yer ol’ man wasn’t satisfied with your momma—had to have my wife, too. And looky at you. You got yerself two ladies, too.” He glared with his bright red eyes. “That’s enough to share.”

      I clenched my fists. Even with the wind whipping my hair and swaying the platform right and left, I’d forgotten to be afraid of the heights in my anger. My nails dug into my palms. “Ooh. Let me at him.”

      Maple scrunched up her face. “Me, too.”

      Wiley shook his head. “Just don’t fall, okay?”

      Goakes moved surprisingly quick for an old man. Out of nowhere he jabbed his wand and whipped a spell at us. Fast as lightning, Wiley lifted his wand and shielded us. The spell ricocheted and hit Goakes. It knocked him to his back and he slid up against the side of the gondola, his splayed body blocking the door. Wiley dashed forward and stood over him, his wand pointed.

      Goakes sneered. “Go ahead, boy. Show me just how much like your papa you are. Kick a man while he’s down.” He lay there, panting and sneering.

      My lip curled in disgust—what a gross guy.

      Wiley stood there for a couple of long moments, his shoulders heaving.

      A blast of light flew from Wiley’s wand and knocked Goakes’s wand out of his hand and over the edge of the platform. It fell and disappeared among the clouds.

      Goakes cackled. “Oh, now yer gonna do in an unarmed man, eh?”

      Wiley cast a spell again and Goakes’s words became muffled as he seemed unable to open his mouth. He pried at his lips with his dirt-caked fingernails and let out muffled shrieks. Wiley spelled the door unlocked and the bouncers shoved it open, pushing Goakes to the side. They pounced on him and held his hands behind his back.

      Wiley squared his shoulders. “Like I said, I’m not my father.”

      He turned and Maple took his arm. She beamed up at him, her face full of admiration. I followed them into our airship, which now hovered at the end of the platform.
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      The next morning Hank found me on my way from my morning bakery shift to a ladies’ luncheon.

      “I missed you last night.” He jogged up to me from down a long, airy white hall.

      I paused and grinned. “Well, this is a happy surprise.”

      He flashed me a bright smile as he came to a stop in front of me. “You feeling better?” He reached out and stroked my cheek with his thumb. “I was a little worried when I got your note.”

      “Oh, yeah.” I nodded. That note. I’d had to lie about not feeling well—another lie—to get out of a ball last night in favor of going to the Slivered Moon with Maple and Wiley. “Yeah. I’m feeling much better.” I glanced down. “Thanks.”

      “Emmaline said to tell you hello.” He chuckled. “And you missed it. Tristan and Louella finally turned on each other. The snark was palpable.”

      I grinned. “I’m sorry I missed it. I love a good snark fight.”

      “Hey.” He took my hands. “I found something.” He glanced around. The hall stood empty aside from us, but still he lowered his voice. “In the file we found about that secret lab. An address.”

      I lifted my brows. “You found the lab?”

      He shook his head. “Not exactly. All the important information had been blacked out and magically sealed, but someone missed this. It was a stamp on a letter from the post office. Since we know the post office location, I figured the lab would have to be fairly close by.”

      I nodded. “Makes sense.”

      “Oh, and this.” He fished around in his khaki pants pocket, then handed me a photograph.

      I frowned at the photo. “Is this the lab?”

      Hank came next to me to look over my shoulder. “I think so.”

      Overdeveloped bright spots obscured big parts of the photo and it had faded and browned with aged. Most faces were too blurry to make out. Big rounded windows with multiple panes lined the top half of the left-hand wall. The space itself seemed tall and vast, with long tables lining the room. Glass beakers and potion bottles littered the tables. A slight man in a white lab coat and black retro glasses stood front and center with a clipboard in his arms. Other men and women in lab coats dotted the room, along with men wearing black chest plates and tall black boots. They looked like soldiers, or guards.

      Hank tapped the photo. “Does this guy look familiar to you?”

      I squinted and held the photo closer to me. “Can’t we do some magicky thing to make this clearer?”

      Hank chuckled. “This is after all the magicky things I could think of. The original was even more damaged.”

      In the back of the photo a man appeared to be bound, upright, to something like a gurney. His face was turned to the camera, though it appeared to have been scratched out. I shivered—creepy. But one thing stuck out, literally—his ears. I looked up at Hank. “Is this Colin?”

      He nodded, a grim expression on his face. “I think so.” He tapped the photo on the right side. “And see there?”

      A huge black box that looked about the size and shape of a coffin sat on the floor. “It’s the box of swallow’s mew.” I shook my head at Hank. “So, Colin was definitely involved with the lab somehow.”

      He nodded. “Seems that way.”

      “You did say he often went with your father to the Air Kingdom, right?”

      Hank nodded.

      I bit my lip as I debated if I should say what I was thinking. I sighed. “Look, I’m sorry to say this but… yesterday we thought maybe your mom had killed Colin and we were very wrong but…well, what if it was your dad?”

      Hank let out a heavy exhale and shook his head. “Believe me, I’ve been wondering the same thing.”

      “Right?” I counted on my fingers. “Your dad probably pardoned him, then hired him as your tutor, then took him to the Air Kingdom. There was definitely something going on between them. And if this box was developed in an Air Kingdom lab, how did it and Colin end up in the attic of the Water Kingdom palace… unless your father was involved.”

      Hank dragged his hands over his face and through his dark hair. “I know. But even though I’m not a fan of my father, it hurts too much to think that of him. I won’t, unless I’m sure.”

      I nodded. “I understand.” I didn’t completely, though. The way his father treated him, Hank didn’t owe him any loyalty, and there didn’t seem to be any love lost between them. I shook myself. King Roch was still Hank’s dad though, and that meant something.

      Hank gave me an exaggerated smile. “Feel like playing hooky to look for it? The post office is on a tiny island about an hour from here.”

      I scoffed. “The Air Kingdom is that big? Wow.” I handed him back the photo. “And yes, you never even have to ask—I am always up for playing hooky.” I frowned as I remembered we had our final prison heist run through this afternoon with Horace. “I just have to be back by two, is that okay?”

      Hank took my hand. “Absolutely.” We started towards the hangar. His mouth slid to the side in a lopsided grin. “Getting back wouldn’t happen to have anything to do with a special event tomorrow, would it?”

      My stomach sank and I tugged on his warm hand. “Seriously. I’m really sorry, but I’ve got a lot going on, it’s been really chaotic. I would love to throw you a party, anything you want, but can we do it next Friday?” If I’m not incarcerated.

      He chuckled. “Oh. Sure. Absolutely. I’ll expect nothing at all tomorrow, just an ordinary day.”

      I heaved a big sigh as we crossed the glass sky bridge to the floating hangar. “Hank. For real. Look at me.”

      He turned. He pressed his lips together and his eyes danced. “Mm-hmm.”

      I sniffed. Why did he have to be so handsome? He was making this harder. “I really need you to hear me. There isn’t a party for you tomorrow. You deserve one, you really do, and you’ll have one—but it’s not tomorrow. I didn’t have time. And I can’t bear to see you disappointed, so please, truly, it’s not happening.” I shook my head.

      Hank blinked a few times and his smile fell. “Oh. You’re serious.”

      I nodded. Finally. “Yes.”

      “Psh. Oh, that’s fine.” He turned his head and pulled his brows together. “It’s not like I’m a child, I understand.”

      I squeezed his hands. “I still want to celebrate with you.”

      He smiled. “That’s all I care about. Spending it with you.” He brushed a stray strand of hair behind my ear. “And cake. Your poppy seed cake to be specific. That’s all I need. You and cake.”

      I chuckled. “Fair enough.” I quirked my lips to the side. “Can I eat some of the cake, too?”

      He looked lovingly at me. “Not a chance. All mine.” I batted at his arm and he jumped back, laughing. “Hey.” He cocked his head to the side as he gave me an earnest look. “So, if you’re not planning a surprise party, then what’s been going on?”

      I raised my brows, feigning innocence. “What do you mean?” Sea snakes.

      “You were whispering all secretive with Emmaline the other night, and I assumed the prison tour was some kind of decoy.”

      I shook my head. “No. No, I’m really going on that.”

      “Okay. Then why are you suddenly so interested in the prison?” He frowned. “And why did everyone act so strangely when we walked into the bakery the other day?”

      I scratched my neck and looked away. “Did they?”

      “And you’ve been jumpy, lately. And now that I think of it—”

      I threw my hands up. “You got me.”

      He arched a brow.

      I gave a dry laugh and shook my finger at him. “You… You’re good, mister. Can’t keep anything from you. You guessed it.”

      His face split into a big smile. “I did? The surprise party’s real?”

      “So real.” Where was the nearest hole to crawl into and die?

      “Yes!” He wrapped me in a big bear hug and lifted me off my feet. “I know I said it was fine when I thought it wasn’t happening, but I have to admit I was a little disappointed.” He smiled hard and flexed his throat muscles. “Ah. I’m so excited now! I haven’t been excited for my birthday in… well, ever.”

      I whimpered and nodded.
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        * * *

      

      A couple hours later we stood before a giant warehouse on the small, industrial sky island of Nubis. We’d found the post office, a dingy thing with quite unhelpful employees. Apparently this was a universal phenomenon that spanned all kingdoms, magical and otherwise. We’d spent the next hour wandering the litter-filled streets past warehouse after warehouse until we found this boarded-up gem.

      Hank held the photograph up and we looked between it and the building before us. “I think those are the same windows.”

      I nodded. “I think you’re right.”

      The tin siding had rusted brown and many of the panes on the second story windows had been busted out completely, or hung on by jagged shards. But… it could be the place. Hank lifted his hands and the wooden boards that barricaded the large double doors peeled off the building and piled themselves to the side. I glanced right and left down the empty street, where our only company was the skittering, chirping rats that rustled piles of garbage. A cheery place.

      I followed Hank through the doors, which creaked as they opened, into the cavernous space inside. Most of the tall warehouse lay in semidarkness. Rodent squeaks and scratches sounded from the dark corners, and brown beams of sunshine shot in through the windows and illuminated floating dust particles.

      I coughed into my elbow. “Doesn’t smell like anyone’s been here in a while.” I scrunched my nose at some rustling loose papers. “Except for the mice.”

      Hank found my hand and we walked together towards the overturned metal tables on the left. When we reached them, Hank lifted the photograph again.

      “Wow.” I nodded. “This is definitely the place.” The tables before us were the same as in the picture. Now though, glass shards littered the floor, scorch marks blackened the walls and some dubious brown marks stained the floor. What had happened here?

      We spent some time walking the space, looking into the corners and under the table for clues. Eventually I reminded Hank that I had to get back soon and we headed home.
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        * * *

      

      In the airship on the way home, I glanced over at my prince boyfriend. He expertly navigated the maze of buttons and levers on the ship’s dashboard, hardly even glancing at it. He kept his eyes on the sky before us.

      I lightly touched his arm. “Sorry we didn’t find anything.”

      His lips quirked to the side and he glanced over quickly, before returning his focus to piloting. “It’s all right. I’m not sure what I expected… going by the date in the file, it’s been twenty years.” He shrugged. “Nothing’s going to be there after that long. At least we know there was a secret lab hidden on an obscure sky island though, and that Colin was probably there.” He glanced over again. “Thanks for going with me. I had fun with you.”

      “Me, too.”

      He bit his lip. “You have to assume we’re pretty good together if we have fun visiting jails and abandoned warehouses.”

      I lifted a brow. “Maybe we can explore the sewers next?”

      He chuckled. “Why stop at exploring? Let’s get married there.”

      I lifted my brows in surprise. He seemed just as shocked at what he’d said and clammed up. I pressed my lips together and looked out the window at the passing clouds.

      “Sorry.” He winced at me. “Guess I got a little ahead of myself there.”

      I grinned. “I don’t mind.”

      “I mean.” His eyes slid to me. “I haven’t even asked you yet.”

      I looked straight ahead and fought the huge smile that slowly spread across my face. Yet?
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      It almost didn’t shock me to see Horace sitting at the kitchen island beside my friends when I walked into the bakery.

      “Nice of you to finally join us.” Iggy folded his flame arms.

      “Yeah, yeah.” I winked at him, then gave Maple a hug. I took a deep inhale—the bakery still smelled like the cranberry scones we’d baked for the ladies’ brunch.

      “How was your brunch, dear?” Annie sat on one stool and rested her feet on the bottom rung of another.

      I folded my hands on the cool countertop. “Didn’t go, actually.” I shrugged. “Hank and I went out to Nubis. Anyone heard of it?”

      “That’s an obscure choice.”

      “Gah!” I jumped and whirled to find Francis hovering behind me with his toes dangling just above the cork floor. I pressed a hand to my thumping heart. “Where did you come from?”

      “I’ve been here the whole time.” He shrugged. “Lurking.”

      I let out a heavy sigh. Oh, that vampire stealth.

      “I invited him.” Horace drummed his fingertips together.

      “Well, good to see you.” I pulled out a stool next to Sam, who sat in front of the oven beside Iggy. “Feels like it’s been ages since we saw you.” I looked down, my stomach sinking. “Or Rhonda….”

      “Or Amelia.” Sam sighed, though he did it with his tongue slightly sticking out, so it became more of a hiss.

      “I wonder what’s been keeping our vampire friend away?” Horace blinked his wide eyes at Francis. “Almost as if he’s avoiding the bakery.”

      Francis narrowed his black eyes at my brother. “Perhaps I’ve been busy.”

      “Hm.” Horace cocked his head to the side. “Perhaps.”

      Maple and I exchanged looks from across the island. What was going on between those two?

      “Anyway, you were saying, sister?” Horace blinked at me.

      “Uh.” I slid onto the stool. “Hank and I went to this tiny island called Nubis. We found this abandoned warehouse where this secret lab used to be. We think his old mentor—”

      “The one you found in the box?” Iggy munched on a linden branch I’d brought for him from home.

      “That’s the one. We think he was somehow involved in the lab, maybe they tested on him. Looks like they may have been working on that swallow’s mew material—at least, there was this old photo and it looked like Colin and the box were in it.”

      Maple shivered. “Creepy.”

      “Yeah, super creepy.” I took the glass of water Yann handed me and smiled my thanks. “Anyway, I know this sounds crazy, but I’m starting to think Hank’s dad may have killed Colin.” I grimaced and waited for their reactions.

      Annie tucked a strand of gray hair behind her ear. “That’s a pretty serious accusation. I’d be careful who you say that around.”

      I nodded. “Of course. But I trust you guys, obviously.” I glanced up to find Francis watching me with catlike stillness. He’d floated higher off the ground and his pupils had dilated and grown so that both of his eyes were entirely black. He held his arms slightly away from his body, his long, slender, pale fingers spread wide like claws.

      I froze as my breath caught in my chest.

      Wiley cleared his throat, but I couldn’t take my eyes off Francis. My heartbeat pulsated in my ears.

      “What are you looking at?” Wiley turned, in my periphery, and caught sight of Francis. He jolted and clapped a hand to his chest. “Snakes, Francis!”

      That seemed to break the spell. Our vampire friend blinked and settled down closer to the floor. The whites around his irises became visible again.

      Horace’s lips quirked to the side. “You hear something interesting, there, Frank?”

      Francis bared his fangs at my brother.

      I frowned, still uneasy. “What was that about?”

      Francis gave me a tight-lipped smile. “I was just thinking about a joke I heard earlier.”

      Wiley lifted a skeptical brow. “Must’ve been quite the doozy.”

      Horace clapped his hands together. “Big day tomorrow. Shall we?”

      My stomach clenched with nerves. Maybe going over the plan would make me feel better. We spent hours rehearsing and reviewing every detail of the prison break. The day lengthened into afternoon. Then, golden sunset light flooded the room, until the sky darkened and stars twinkled outside the windows. And still we practiced, because everything that could go wrong, did.

      “Again.” Horace conjured another compact mirror out of thin air and held it out to me.

      I eyed it as I rolled my shoulders, then snatched it. “It’s no use.” I set it on the floor in front of me.

      “Well, with that attitude….”

      I shot Iggy a look. My feet hurt, my head spun, and I needed sleep. I was in no mood.

      He stuck his tongue out from his spot in the oven. Sam sat before him with the schematics in his lap. He’d been quizzing Iggy over the details of the map for hours now. How my flame still had energy for snark was beyond me.

      “You can do it.” Maple balled her hands into fists and gave them a little shake of encouragement. “I believe in you.”

      I sighed. “That makes one of us.”

      “Oh come on now, Imogen.” Wiley tried for a smile. “Thirtieth time’s the charm.”

      Maple swatted at his arm.

      “You have to do this. If you can’t, you and your friends and our targets will have no way out.” Horace gave me a lazy blink.

      “Thank you, Mr. Obvious.”

      “Imogen.” Iggy clicked his tongue. “Play nice with your brother.”

      I closed my eyes and gritted my teeth. This time. This time I was going to do it. I took a deep inhale and sought out the cool night breeze that blew in from the windows we’d opened. All right, I had my source of magic. I breathed in again and as I did so, inhaled energy from the breeze. It flitted around inside my body. I pinched my brow and concentrated the energy into two balls of power in my palms. I held my hands toward the mirror on the floor and slowly, carefully nudged the mirror to grow. I could sense it expanding, though I kept my eyes closed, and urged it a little bigger and more rectangular.

      “Ssshe’sss doing it.”

      I opened my eyes at Sam’s voice and the glass shattered. I jumped and yelped. Broken shards littered the room, tinkling as they hit the counters.

      Iggy clicked his tongue. “Well, you’ve got four hundred years of bad luck at this point.”

      “Urggg!” I buried my face in my hands and let out a screech of frustration. “Every time! I put the energy in my hands, I try to get it to grow slowly and steadily, but every time, it just explodes!”

      Iggy’s voice burst from the corner like he’d been doing everything in his power to hold it in. “That’s what she said!” He devolved into cackles.

      Yann giggled and even Annie laughed.

      Wiley grimaced. “Kinda walked into that one.”

      Horace stood. “You weren’t breathing.”

      I planted a hand on my hip. “Excuse me.”

      “The mirror broke this time because you weren’t breathing. Don’t hold your breath.” He let out a heavy sigh. “I think we’d better move on and just hope that you perform better under pressure.”

      “Why can’t someone else do it?” I waved an arm toward my friends.

      “Because this requires a lot of power—more than anyone else is capable of.” Horace slightly hiked a brow. “Understand?”

      I folded my arms. “How about you then?”

      Horace pressed his lips tightly together.

      “Come on.” I arched a brow. “Why aren’t you going in and helping us, if this isn’t intended to be a suicide mission?”

      Horace sighed. He gripped his shirt and pulled it up, revealing the bare skin of his stomach.

      Wiley turned his head. “Come on, what are you doing?”

      Annie closed an eye. “Not bad.”

      Horace’s brows lowered as he pointed at the raised red mark above his hip. “This is the Carclaustra Prison brand. They burn it into every prisoner who enters.”

      My eyes widened. It was the writhing snake symbol the Badlands Army used. “You were in Carclaustra?”

      Everyone gathered closer to look.

      “A job went south. I got thrown in prison. The lord who’d bought me from the child army I grew up in got me out at the insistence of his daughter, who thought she had feelings for me.”

      My eyes widened. “Pritney?”

      Horace nodded. “I’m the only prisoner who’s ever left. And if I set foot on that sky island, this brand will trigger the alarms to sound.”

      Huh. A long silence followed as we all mulled that over. “Guess the mirror’s up to me then.” I frowned. “But then what? Won’t everyone know Annie and I were part of the break in?”

      Horace rolled a hand and looked bored. “The mirror will transport you back to the ship we take to the prison. I’ll tie you two up and leave you behind, or make a big show of using you as hostages.” He sniffed and looked between Annie and I. “Don’t worry, I’ll make it clear you both are victims. I won’t tarnish your reputations.”

      I folded my arms. “Yeah, well, you’d better.”

      “How does everyone else feel with their parts?” Maple quirked her lips to the side. She nodded at me. “You’ll get it, with the mirror. I know you will. You always do great under pressure.”

      Right. I collapsed, worn out, onto a stool.

      “I’m feeling quite confident as the countess.” Annie lifted her nose and paraded about the room.

      Maple grinned. “Sam and Iggy?”

      “I’ve got both versions, preconstruction and post construction, memorized.” Iggy grinned and Sam attempted a thumbs-up—it was more of an index finger up, but we got it.

      Maple blinked at Wiley. “Wi? How are you and Yann?”

      “I’m as good as I’m going to get.” He lifted a hand to the side of his mouth. “Not sure about the big guy.”

      Yann tugged at the bulging buttons of his uniform. “Eet doesn’t feet.”

      Horace lazily rolled his wrist and the uniform expanded to fit him perfectly.

      “Oh.” Yann rolled his broad shoulders.

      “Anything else?” Horace blinked his pale eyes.

      “Yah, actually.” He stomped a foot. “I don’t like thees plan. So, we go to da control room and I haf to make the men scared of me? By how?” He blinked his small brown eyes, almost the only part of his face visible behind his wiry reddish-brown beard that had sprinkles of gray coming in.

      “By whatever means necessary.” Horace folded his fingers.

      “Yah, dees ees what I don’t like. Oh, yust because Yann ees beeg and tall, he must be scary guy, huh?” Tears welled in his eyes and his bottom lip trembled. “When I was a boy, I was always very beeg for my age and everyone taught I was older den I was.” He lifted one plate sized palm. “I was always sticking out like a sore gopher head.”

      I pressed my lips together. That was a new saying to me.

      “Da bullies wanted me to join dem, because dey taught like you tink.” He scowled at Horace through his tears. “But I deedn’t want to hurt anyone, and plus I seemed slow because people expected me to be older, and so den da bullies always turned on me and hurt me.”

      Annie slid up beside him and patted his back.

      Yann sniffed and roughly wiped his eyes. “I taught, here ees a place where Yann can make cakes and no one expects him to be bully.” He took a shuddering breath. “But now I have to be bully.” He devolved into sobs and Annie turned him to her. She wrapped her arms around him in a hug as he bent low to bury his face in her shoulder.

      I slid off my stool and moved over to Yann. I rubbed his back. Stupid me. Always feeling sorry for myself when someone else I cared about was having an even tougher time. “Yann, we don’t want you to be a bully. You don’t have to hurt anyone.”

      “Well.” Horace sniffed. “You will if that’s what needs to be done.”

      Yann sobbed louder and we all shot Horace exasperated looks.

      Wiley clicked his tongue at him. “Come on, man.” He jerked his head toward Yann.

      Horace sighed and smoothed his dark hair back from his face. “Yann, this is all about appearances, deception. We’re making them think one thing, when in reality, something entirely different is happening. Right?”

      Yann kept his face buried in Annie’s shoulder but nodded.

      “So, your job is to make those men think you’re going to hurt them. The more you do that, the less likely it is that you’ll actually need to. Do you understand? We want you to be an actor, not a bully.”

      “Can you do that, Yann?” Annie patted his back.

      Yann lifted his head and sniffled. “Yah. I can do.”

      I grinned at Maple. Then yawned.

      Horace clapped his hands. “You all need to rest.”

      “Speak for yourself.” Francis hovered nearby and folded his arms.

      “Any last words?”

      I frowned at Horace. “That sounds morbid.”

      He lifted his palms. “Before we call it a night.”

      I shook my head at him. “Come on, gang, bring it in.”

      “Is she going to make us touch hands again?” Annie grumbled to Maple.

      I flashed my eyes. “Yes. Everyone put your hands in the middle.” I shot a side-eye at Horace. “You too, crazy.”

      He sniffed, looked away, then begrudgingly moved in and put his hand on top.

      “What about me?”

      I grinned at Iggy. “You’re in here in spirit.” I nodded at my friends. “Okay, listen up. We’re a family and we’re all here for each other now, and we’re going to be there for each other tomorrow.” My eyes slid to Horace for a moment. “None of us wants any part of this, but the fact is we’re in it now and either we pull this off or we’re dead meat.”

      Sam paled.

      “Great pep talk,” Iggy muttered from the oven.

      I lifted my brows. “So, we’re going to pull it off. There’s no other choice. We’re going to each give it our best and our best is pretty sea saltin’ good and we’re going to do this thing.” I grinned. “To breaking into Carclaustra. On three.”

      We chanted, “One. Two.”

      We lifted our arms in the air. “To breaking into Carclaustra!” we chorused.

      Or most of us did.

      Sam cried, “Three!”
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      I dropped the key twice, my hands were trembling so badly, before I got the door to lock behind me. Maple, Annie, and I exchanged knowing looks. Today was the day.

      “You’re making a habit of that.”

      We all turned from the room we shared here in the Air Kingdom.

      Hank stood before us, his hands behind his back. “Hi.” He smiled but his eyes looked tight.

      I let out a shaky breath and tried for a normal smile. What was normal? Was I just baring my teeth? Annie flashed her eyes at me, which I took to mean, “get it together, Imogen.”

      Annie walked up to Hank. “Come here.” She wrapped him in a big hug. As he hugged her back I caught sight of his hands—he held some loose pieces of paper in one. She grabbed his square chin and kissed his cheek. “Happy birthday, Hank.”

      My eyes widened. Oh yeah! I’d already forgotten. I was definitely not winning girlfriend of the year. “Happy birthday.”

      Maple gave a little curtsy. “Happy birthday.”

      He smiled at us. “Thanks.”

      Annie patted him with her velvet clutch. “Love you, kid.”

      “Oh.” His face reddened. “Love you too, Annie.” He’d known her for years, most of his childhood actually, as he’d snuck into the bakery daily. His brows pinched together as he noticed her outfit. She wore an emerald green skirt suit with a sparkling strawberry pin made of gems at her breast. Her matching pillbox hat sprouted brown speckled feathers in every direction and Maple and I had swept her silver hair into a French twist. I bit my lip, pleased with how elegant she looked, like the Queen of England. She could definitely pass as the countess of somewhere.

      “Wow, Annie, you look wonderful.” Hank grinned at me, then looked back to the older woman. “What’s the occasion?”

      “It’s a secret.” Annie winked at him and he chuckled. She squeezed Maple’s hand one more time with her own gloved one and gave her a long look. Then she started toward the airship hangar and called back over her shoulder to me, “I’ll meet you at the ship.”

      I nodded, then turned to Hank. He rubbed his wrist. “Sorry, Maple, but, Imogen, I was wondering if I could have a word… alone?”

      “Of course!” Maple started off for the bakery, then stopped and ran back to me. She threw her arms around me and buried her face in my shoulder. I hugged her back tight, probably too tight, but I didn’t want to let her go. I could be heading to my demise and this might be the last time I ever got to see my friend.

      “Be careful.” Her voice came out muffled and tight. Her shoulders shook with a sob. “Imogen, I don’t know what I’d do without you. You have to get back safe, okay?”

      I blinked quickly to keep my tears back, but they still fell and ran into her blonde hair. “I’ll be careful. But, just in case—” I sniffed. “You are the best friend I’ve ever had.”

      “Ahem.” A tiny cough came from my handbag where Iggy hid inside a metal lighter. “And what am I, then?”

      I rolled my eyes but corrected myself. “The best girlfriend I’ve ever had. I love you so much. You are so talented and kind and fun—and the only one who could wrangle our rag-tag baking team together.”

      Maple let out a shuddering sob. She whispered, “Look after Wiley, too, will you?”

      I whispered back, “Oh, that guy? What, are you into him or something?”

      She chuckled, then sniffed, then nodded as she sobbed against my shoulder.

      I rubbed her back. “I will. We’re all going to be fine. We’ll see you back in Bijou Mer.” I hugged her tight one more time.

      She turned, hiding her face in her hands, and walked off sniffling.

      Hank watched her go, then turned to me, his brows pinched together. “She does know you’re not going to actually see any of the criminals, right? This prison tour is going to be extremely safe. I’ve asked Urs about it.”

      I grinned. “You asked Urs about it?”

      “Uh, yeah.” He sniffed. “When you said you were going, I had to verify that security protocols would be in place.”

      “And?” I lifted my brows.

      “You and the other ladies will be just fine. Urs is accompanying your group himself.”

      The room tilted and I suddenly felt a little dizzy. “Is he now?” So we not only had to pull off a prison heist, but we had to do it right under Urs’s nose. No biggie.

      “They’re leaving soon,” Iggy’s tiny voice hissed from my handbag.

      “Did you hear something?” Hank looked around.

      I stepped closer and grabbed his arm. “So, what did you want to talk to me about?”

      Hank’s face fell. “Oh. Right.” He looked to the side.

      I rubbed his arm, down to his wrist. “What’s wrong?”

      He shook his head and held the papers out to me. I shifted my handbag to my other arm and grabbed several small papers from him. One side of each page had been torn, leaving jagged edges. I flipped a sheet over and found most of the words blacked out, though some handwritten passages remained visible.

      I frowned. “What are these? They’re blacked out like the pages in the file.”

      Hank nodded and shoved his hands in his pockets. His face and neck looked pale with blotchy patches of red. “Exactly. I was looking through the file again today and found these.”

      I shook my head. “Do you mean you hadn’t noticed them before?”

      He shrugged and took a few steps to the right, then spun on his heel and marched back. He continued to pace. “I don’t know how. I’d gone through that file dozens of times, looking for any clue. But this morning, these pages were sticking out of the folder and caught my eye. They could’ve been spelled to only be visible on a certain day, or maybe I subconsciously ignored them… I don’t know.” He jerked his chin at them. “Will you read them?”

      I looked doubtfully from the papers in my hand to my clearly agitated boyfriend. “Okay….”

      “Make it quick,” Iggy whispered. “Or you’re gonna miss the airship and everyone dies.”

      “No pressure or anything,” I muttered.

      Hank froze, his eyes wide. “I mean… you don’t have to. I just—I’m freaking out. A bit. And I’d really appreciate it if—”

      I waved a hand. “I’m sorry—I was…” I remembered Francis’s weird excuse from last night. “Thinking of a joke I heard.” I dropped my eyes to the pages before he could respond to my nonsensical answer. I read:

      

      He’s so out of control—like I was when I first tried to exercise my powers, but worse actually. He’s just a boy and hasn’t learned restraint. But he needs to.

      

      The next words and most of the page had been completely blacked out. I scanned down and found the next legible passage.

      

      I’m afraid he’ll be a danger to himself and others if this continues. I only hope I can get through to him.

      

      More erased passages. I flipped through page after page.

      

      I’m afraid Hank might hurt me if I—

      

      I am afraid Hank will go too far and kill me.

      

      I looked up. Hank tugged at his hair and paced back and forth, back and forth, across the width of the hall. He glanced at me, but didn’t stop moving. “What do you think?”

      I opened my mouth and shook my head, unsure what to say.

      Hank didn’t wait for my response. “I think I accidentally killed him. I killed Colin, the only friend I’d ever had, I killed him.”

      My jaw dropped. “What? That’s—no way.”

      “You read his words. That’s Colin’s handwriting and those are pages torn from his journal. I remember he kept one.” His dark hair stuck out at odd angles from him tugging on it.

      “Okay, but we already know your mom forged his handwriting to send you postcards. Maybe someone did the same with these journal entries?”

      Hank shook his head. “I don’t think so.” He took his clipped strides back and forth, like a caged animal. “It sounds like him. He was clearly talking about me being out of control. He was afraid of me, Imogen.” He scoffed.

      I licked my lips. “Even assuming he wrote this, so much of it has been blacked out. By who? And that takes away the context.”

      Hank held a hand to his mouth and bit the tip of his thumb. “It makes sense, doesn’t it? That’s why my family was afraid of me. That’s why no one talks about me as a kid, why it’s taboo. And that’s why my father seemed shady about it.” Hank whirled on me, his eyes wide, the whites visible. “I probably accidentally killed Colin with my out-of-control magic, and my father covered up the crime. He’s actually been protecting me, all this time, from the guilt and the legal fallout.” He shook his head. “He’s actually been protecting me.”

      I scoffed. “Hank, but how would you have killed Colin and not remember? You said you were fourteen when he disappeared, right? And that you were in control of your powers by then?”

      Hank shook his head. “You saw me at the ball the other night. I slip. No matter how hard I try, no matter how much I—” He shook his hands, his eyes welling with tears. “How much I hold back, I just explode sometimes.”

      A very faint, “That’s what she said,” floated up from my purse.

      I ignored it but made a mental note to scold Iggy later.

      “He could’ve spelled me to forget. It’s not easy, but with enough time and the right wizards, it can be done. And my father clearly has the resources.”

      I frowned. “What about the lab? And the box, then?”

      Hank dropped his arms limp at his sides. His eyes pleaded with me. “I want you to be right. I really do.” A tear trickled down his cheek. “But that lab was probably something my father paid for to develop swallow’s mew. He knew he needed some way to contain me if I got violent and dangerous, and Colin agreed. He was a swallow too, and he probably volunteered to test these things out.” He gestured wildly with his hands.

      I folded my arms. “This is your father we’re talking about, with these virtuous intentions? The guy who abandoned the Fire Kingdom when they were in need? The one your mother’s afraid of? The guy who’s treated you terribly your entire life?”

      Hank’s chest heaved. “Look, I don’t know, but it would explain why he treated me that way, right? Why he was always watching me, like he was waiting for me to mess up. Why he always seemed both suspicious of and afraid of me.”

      I shook my head. “No. It doesn’t make sense at all. Not with the Hank I know. You make dad jokes and dance with me at parties and love baking. You’re fair and kind and brave.” I stepped forward and took his trembling hands in mine. Weirdly, his panic had eased mine somewhat. “I know you.” I looked up at his glossy blue eyes. “I know I haven’t known you that long, but believe me, I know you. You are the best man I’ve ever met.” I wrapped my arms tight around his middle and pressed my cheek to his heaving chest.

      Hank dipped his head and took my face in his hands. He kissed the top of my head and held his lips there for a long while. “You know me how I am now, I don’t doubt that.” He spoke into my hair. “But you didn’t know me as a kid, or how bad off I was.”

      He pulled away and gently took the pages from me. He backed down the hall.

      “Hank.” I reached out.

      He shook his head. “You have to go. And I have to think this over.”

      “We’re going to miss the ship,” Iggy hissed.

      Urg! I wanted more than anything to follow Hank and talk to him until he felt better. There was no way he was a murderer and I hated that he was doubting himself. And on his birthday! But Iggy was right. We had to go.

      I cupped my hands and shouted, “I love you!” I turned away from Hank and sprinted to the airship hangar.
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      The Duchess of Audrey, head of the ladies’ salon committee, patted her shimmery white curls and nibbled the corner of a cracker. “Hm. And where did you say you’re from, Countess? I must confess, I was certain I’d met all the aristocracy of the kingdoms.” She blinked her hazel eyes.

      “Or at least heard of them,” Louella muttered. She sat beside the duchess and stared daggers across the narrow corridor at me. A cushy velvet bench seat ran around the perimeter of the narrow passenger compartment. Well-dressed women from the salon group, at least forty of them, sat side by side and filled the ship.

      Annie sniffed. “Why, we’re new money. My husband, earth rest his bones, made a fortune in the horse manure business. Bart & Sons Horse Dung. Are you familiar with it?”

      The duchess sniffed and politely shook her head. Louella made a face.

      “Well, we did very well for ourselves.” Annie raised a porcelain tea cup to her lips. “Ol’ Bartholomew had a way with our horses. Maybe it was the feed, or the way he’d sing to them, but they produced more manure per head than any horse in the kingdoms.”

      The duchess blinked rapidly. “Truly?”

      Louella folded her arms and snorted. “The singing made them—” She rolled her hand, a diamond tennis bracelet glittering at her wrist. “You know.”

      “Made them defecate?” Annie’s eyes twinkled and she gave a tight smile. “Well, I can’t say for sure. But I will tell you this.” She set her tea cup on the saucer and leaned across the aisle. The duchess, Louella, Emmaline, and I leaned in, too. “My Bartholomew’s voice had quite an effect on me. Here.” She pressed a hand to her heart.

      The duchess clicked her tongue and smiled.

      “And here.” Annie pressed her hand to her stomach. “In my bowels. I was regular as the sunrise for all thirty-four years of our marriage.” She looked down and shook her head. “After he passed away, earth rest his bones, I was constipated for eight months.”

      The duchess gasped. “No.”

      Annie nodded and leaned back in her seat.

      Louella sneered. “Are we really talking about this?”

      I bit my lip to keep from laughing. Where was Annie coming up with this?

      “Anyway, I lost myself for a while there, after dear Barty left me. Earth rest his bones.”

      I covered my mouth and looked at the floor, hoping I’d look appropriately sober, instead of about to lose it with giggles.

      “Earth rest his bones,” the duchess murmured.

      “He was a simple man. And though we’d made a fortune, he preferred to stay true to our humble beginnings. We stayed on our farm, wore the same handwoven clothes we’d always worn, and collected manure the old-fashioned way.”

      Louella held up a hand. Her cheeks had lost their rosy color. “I don’t want to know what way that is.”

      “But as I’ve aged and our sons have grown into men and taken over the family horseshit business...”

      I choked on the cookie I’d been eating and Annie slapped my back. A quiet stream of laughter came from my purse.

      “…I’ve decided, I’m an old lady and while I may not have much time left, I’m going to live it up. So I’ve gotten myself some fancy clothes, moved to the big city, bought myself an airship…” She patted the polished wooden windowsill behind her. “…and am enjoying the high life.”

      “Cheers to that!” The duchess raised her teacup in salute.

      “So that’s probably why our paths haven’t crossed before.”

      “Fascinating,” the duchess breathed. “I must say, I admire a self-made woman like yourself.” She lifted her chin. “Before I married the duke, I came from a family of schoolteachers.”

      Yann, followed by Wiley, ducked out the door at the front of the ship. Wiley sported a mustache and Yann long hair—a little disguise. They wore their stolen uniforms, though some spells had changed out the buttons and added epaulettes and disguised them as crew uniforms. Yann held a tray of champagne flutes, while Wiley carried a silver platter laden with prosciutto crostini and shrimp salsa served in endive leaves. Little twitters of excitement rippled through the airship as the men served drinks and hors d’oeuvres.

      The duchess leaned forward and winked. “Kudos on your choice of staff. So handsome.”

      Annie and the duchess chuckled, while Louella frowned. I could practically see the jealousy brewing on her face.

      She cleared her throat. “Mm-hmm. I’d like to bite off a piece of that ass. Am I right?”

      “Oh my.” Emmaline, sitting on my other side, pressed a hand to her chest.

      The duchess curled her lip at Louella. “My word, such vulgarity.”

      “I—” Her mouth hung open, speechless. She gestured at Annie. “We were just discussing horse poop!”

      Annie flashed her eyes and whispered behind her hand to the duchess, though everyone could hear. “Spoiled.”

      “Uh!” Louella huffed and folded her arms.

      As Yann and Wiley moved down the aisle separating us from the duchess and Louella, I whispered in Annie’s ear, “You are brilliant! How did you think of that?”

      Annie chuckled. “I’ve been working on my character for a few days now. You’re a fan of the countess?”

      “Oh yeah. I seriously thought I was going to lose it.”

      “Ladies?” Wiley held the tray of snacks in front of us. He winked.

      I plucked a crostini off the tray and popped it into my mouth whole. I’d have assumed I’d be too nervous to eat. But nope. I was devouring everything in sight. A sort of last meal.

      Emmaline tapped my shoulder. “Your friend is amazing! I’m so glad you asked me to invite her.”

      I nodded, my mouth too full to speak. Maybe something good would come out of all this. Maybe Emmaline would go up in social rank thanks to her association with Annie’s amazing countess. I munched on my bread and prosciutto. Totally worth breaking into a high-security prison for.

      “This is your captain speaking.” Horace’s low, slow voice sounded over the brass speakers in the wooden ceiling above. The chatter quieted. “We are now approaching our destination.”

      Emmaline grabbed my shoulder and gave it a little shake. Excited squeals went up from around the ship.

      “If you look out our right-hand side, you’ll be able to make out the floating sky island of Carclaustra Prison.”

      The women on the right side of the ship spun in their seats to look out the row of windows that spanned the length of the room, while all of us on the other side rose and flooded the aisle to get a look. I stood with everyone else.

      “Located in an isolated region of the Air Kingdom with nothing but open sky all around and advanced magic technology, Carclaustra is the safest place in the kingdoms. Unless you’re a criminal.”

      The women giggled.

      Since when did my brother put on the charm?

      As the ship swung around, the island came into view. A long landing platform jutted out from the side of the mostly round hunk of land. Besides that, the gray, windowless building, many stories tall, occupied every other inch of the buildable space on the island. A small white airship painted with a red cross sat atop a landing pad on the roof of the prison. Horace guided us to the end of the landing platform. The ship dropped lower and lower until we pulled up beside the ramp and hovered in place.

      I looked at Annie on my left, and Yann and Wiley to my right. Everyone looked focused—and grim.

      I took a shaky breath. Here we go.
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      I stayed standing and watched out the window. At least two dozen guards in black uniforms and chest plates swarmed down the landing platform in formation toward the ship. I glanced towards the cockpit. Horace had been right that they’d send a big group of them. Yann and Wiley edged through the crowd of women, turned the wheel on the door, and pushed it open. Four clean-shaven men with buzz cuts entered the ship, their wands held aloft.

      “Oh my.” An older woman pressed her hand to her pearls.

      I sat back down, as did the others who stood, to clear the aisle. The guards spread out. Two moved toward the back of the ship where I sat with Annie and Emmaline, their boots clomping down the narrow wood corridor. They glared at each of us. The other two moved toward the front of the ship and one banged his fist against the door to the crew cabin. Horace opened it, wearing a uniform of his own.

      The guard grunted. “We’ll need to see your personal license as well as the license and air field permits for this ship.”

      I leaned into the aisle to see. Horace stood, silhouetted against the bright sky visible beyond the windshield. I jiggled my leg with nerves. He wore another man’s face. I knew he would, of course, but it was still a shock to see. He looked about twenty years older, tanned, with a trim brown beard and bright white teeth. Only as swallows could we pull off a disguise so convincingly. I bit my lip as I wished for the hundredth time that his previous prison sentence didn’t keep him from entering with us and helping.

      He handed the guard some papers. The man sifted through them. I bit my nail. Where had Horace gotten this ship? By the waves, it better not be stolen. I sighed to myself. Who was I kidding? He’d stolen it.

      “You.” The other officer who stood near the cabin crooked a finger at Wiley. “Come ’ere.”

      Wiley’s throat bobbed, but he started forward. Annie and I exchanged wide-eyed looks. Did he recognize him somehow? Or maybe we hadn’t altered the uniforms enough?

      Wiley stopped before the officer and stood stock still.

      The guard pointed down at the tray of appetizers. “May I?”

      “Oh. Sure, yeah.” He held up the tray and the guard plucked a few of the endive leaves.

      “I love shrimp. Haven’t had lunch yet.”

      Wiley chuckled, his face relaxing into relief. Then he chuckled again, and looked as if he were about to cry.

      The other guard turned away from Horace. “Everything’s in order with the ship.” His colleagues nodded.

      The guy with the snacks finished his last bites, then turned and pushed the door open. “All clear, sir.” He stepped to the side and held the door open with one arm.

      Urs Volker climbed the two steps up into the passenger compartment. “Goot mornink, ladies.” He held his hands clasped behind his back.

      “Handsome,” the duchess whispered to Annie.

      Annie winked and nodded.

      “You are beink afforded oon fery special privelage. Before today, mine security measures and protocols haf alvays seen shtrict adherence. But, za board, een all its visdom, has decided to allow you all to tour za prison. Know that theese ees not oon game. Zer are za most horrifically violent and disturbed minds housed vithin those valls!” He jabbed his thumb behind him at the prison.

      Emmaline leaned closed to my ear. “Is he always yelling?”

      I raised my brows. “I think so.”

      “You vill be subject to a shtrict search.”

      “A strip search?” A woman in her fifties raised her hand, then fell back into her seat, giggling with her friends. They clinked their champagne glasses together and took another swig.

      Urs’s face grew red. “Zis ees exactly vhat I vas talkink about. Vee vill haf shtrict obedience to za rules, yes? Zis ees for your safety as vell as zat of za whole kingdom!” He clicked his heels together. “Let us go, zen.” As he turned he muttered to his men. “Keep oon tight vatch on zeese vomen.”

      “Yes, sir,” they chorused.

      Urs turned and walked down the steps to the landing platform, followed by his guards. They joined the large group of men waiting for us below. Then Wiley and Yann stepped onto the platform and handed the women down the stairs. Annie and I hung back, while the duchess asked Emmaline to walk with her. Louella shot me a furious glance. I smiled brightly back at her—even though my insides felt like a tornado of fear and crippling fear. And more fear.

      After Wiley and Yann helped us down the steps, Horace moved to the doorway of the ship. He gave me a lazy blink. “Good luck.”

      “Thanks.” I think. Why did everything he did have two meanings? Was that a genuine “good luck”? Or the kind that meant I’d need it because he knew something terrible was about to happen?

      As the guards that flanked us spun on their heels and marched us toward the prison, Wiley and Yann spelled their uniforms back to their original form.

      “Ahem.” Horace cleared his throat and Wiley and Yann suddenly sported buzz cuts. Yann’s beard disappeared, and I gaped at his smooth baby face. He looked younger and nearly unrecognizable.

      Wow. Now they looked like they really belonged. They held their wands at the ready and that completed the disguise. We marched toward the seven-story-tall gray box that loomed before us. The wind whipped my bangs and blew my skirt about my knees.

      Soon, we stood in the prison’s long shadow. It seemed even more imposing up close. No windows. A guard punched a code on a keypad next to the one and only door and opened it. A guard came from within, received a nod from Urs Volker, and then held the nondescript gray door open for us. I waited my turn to enter, single file, and stepped inside.
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      We stepped into a dark, tall room, lit only by blue flames that hung from lanterns above. The ceiling loomed a couple of stories above and the gray cement floors and walls kept the big space cool. It reminded me of a bank vault.

      I leaned over to Annie. “Quite the cheery place.”

      She grinned.

      The guards corralled Annie and me along with the other ladies into the center of the room. A familiar round little man bounced into view.

      Henrick, from the prison board, clapped his hands. “Ladies! Welcome! I’m so pleased I’ll be joining you today. And if anyone gets frightened or upset, I’ve been told I have a soft shoulder to cry on. Very soft. Like dough.”

      Emmaline waved, and murmured greetings went up from the group.

      Urs strode down the center of the room, his polished boot heels clicking on the cement. We all grew quiet.

      “First, vee vill check your identification cards.”

      Annie and I exchanged glances. Last night, Horace had given Annie a false license which identified her as Countess Lucy Wakefield of the Earth Kingdom. He better have a good forger in his army to fool these guys.

      “Zen, vee vill search your belonginks and look for active shpells and veapons.”

      Henrick folded his arms and rolled his eyes. “Is this really necessary?”

      Urs turned to face him.

      “I’m sure these ladies will behave themselves.” He winked at Louella.

      She made a face back.

      “Ja.” Urs’s nostrils flared as he levied a hard look at Henrick. “Ja, zis ees fery necessary.”

      A lengthy security sweep ensued. Annie and I opened our purses and handed our identification cards over to Wiley and Yann. I beamed with pride at outwitting Urs, until our cards were checked by a second guard, and a third. I held my breath until the last guy handed Annie’s card back to her with a nod. She shoved it back into her clutch.

      “Thorough, isn’t he?” She flashed her eyes at me.

      “Mm-hmm.” I held my arms a little way from my body and tried to air out my armpits. Though the room was chilly, I had a massive nervous sweat going.

      “Classy.” Wiley lifted his brows and half turned away from me.

      I glared. Sure. Mock me for having a healthy endocrine system.

      Next, the guards searched for active spells, enchanted objects, and weapons. I handed over my purse to a guard who, with his buzz cut and uniform, looked just like all the others. My lips quirked to the side. Good thing for us, since all the women on the plane had seen Wiley and Yann. I worried someone might still recognize them, despite their uniforms and haircuts. Then again, Yann was nearly unrecognizable to me and I’d seen him every day for the past year. Without the beard, he looked a decade younger and quite intimidating.

      The guard rifled through my wallet, uncapped a tube of red lipstick, and examined the lighter. When he flipped open the metal top, Iggy’s flame burned there, though he’d somehow hidden his face.

      “This an enchanted lighter?”

      I shook my head. “Not the lighter itself. Just a Damavash flame—ever lit.”

      His brows lowered but he dropped it back into my purse. He then felt around on the inside, waved his wand over it, and finally, handed it back. Phew. I wiped a hand across my brow and found my bangs stuck to my forehead by sweat. I hugged my purse close and dipped my chin. “All clear.” I barely breathed the words.

      “Don’t blow it,” Iggy hissed back.

      Gee. Thanks for the encouragement. Wiley and Yann had vanished into the milling crowd of guards, but I spotted Annie. She scowled at the guard who held her clutch. Uh-oh. I moved past Louella, the duchess, and a couple other ladies, and jogged up to Annie.

      “Uh, Countess, is everything all right?” My heartbeat sped up.

      Annie sniffed. “No.”

      “Ma’am. I need to hold on to this mirror. It’s spelled.”

      My stomach iced over. I grew very still. Not the mirror—it was our way out.

      Annie planted her hands on her hips. “Well, I never!”

      I lifted my palms. “Maybe you should, uh—you should keep it down a little.”

      She shot me a wide-eyed look. “Don’t tell me to keep quiet, this man is being ridiculous!”

      Eyes turned our way and my face grew hot. The guard glared at Annie.

      Urs parted the crowd and moved toward us, Henrick bouncing at his heels.

      “Vat ees za problem?”

      The guard held up Annie’s compact mirror in one hand, her purse held in the other. “Enchanted mirror, sir. I’m just following protocol.”

      “Protocol, my butt!” Annie stomped her foot and my eyes widened. What was she doing? So much for keeping a low profile.

      Her face flushed red. “So a lady likes to enchant her reflection a little, is that a crime?” She fanned herself. “Never, in all my years. Is this the way you treat mature ladies where you’re from, huh? Embarrassing them because their flower of youth has faded and they simply wish to hold on to it a little longer?”

      Urs maintained a flat expression but Henrick reached his hands out toward Annie. “Oh ma’am, our apologies. I’m sure Urs here never meant to embarrass you.”

      Annie sniffed and looked away. “Maybe I should just tell my husband to tear up the check he was writing to fund this place.”

      Henrick looked stricken.

      “Uh.”

      I turned.

      The duchess stood nearby, watching. “Isn’t your husband dead?”

      I froze.

      Annie blinked. Lifted her brows, licked her lips, and then spoke. “He formed a trust. I was diverting some of the money to Carclaustra, so he was figuratively cutting the check, you see?”

      “She was cutting us a check,” Henrick ground out. He fixed his wide eyes on Urs. “Remember the half-finished renovations? Let the mature woman have her mirror, for sky’s sake! What’s she gonna do with it?”

      Urs kept his lips pressed tight but gave a sharp nod to his officer. Urs spun on his heel and marched off. The guard handed Annie back her purse, including the mirror, and I breathed again. Next came our pat downs. This was done magically of course, though some of the women insisted on a more hands-on approach for themselves, claiming it was for security reasons. I think they enjoyed it a little too much.

      Urs moved to the far wall, where he punched some numbers into a keypad. The entire wall split in two and the halves slid apart, revealing a deep chasm and a narrow bridge that spanned it, lighted by blue flames.

      “Velcome”—Urs threw an arm out—“to Carclaustra.”

      Annie and I stayed near the rear of the group as we made our way across the bridge. It was longer than it had first appeared and I glanced back to the enormous doors that slid shut behind us. I blinked as my eyes adjusted to the darkness. The only light came from the blue flames burning in shallow trenches that made two long rows down the length of the bridge. It cast deep shadows over everyone’s faces.

      I nudged Annie. “I feel like we should be telling scary stories.”

      “I’ve got one for you.” Wiley appeared on my right and made me jump. “Once, there were four magical bakers who had to sneak into a prison to—”

      “Five!” came a tiny voice from inside my purse.

      “Zis ees za bridge.” Urs’s voice boomed from the head of the group and his voice bounced off the walls around us, lost in the darkness. “Eet spans a sort of moat.”

      “Is it water below then?” A woman’s voice floated up above the soft footsteps and hushed whispers of the women and the two dozen guards that escorted us.

      “No vater.”

      “What then?”

      “Vee do not shpeak eets name.”

      Hushed murmurs rippled through the bunch. Was he just being dramatic or was there really some ungodly creature below us? I shuddered. Urs didn’t strike me as the type to embellish.

      “Za bridge ees nicknamed za ‘ponte of no return.’ Because ponte ees Latin for bridge. Do you understand za pun?”

      I grinned. Could he be more dry?

      “Next vee shall enter za outer rink.”

      “Good.”

      I lifted my purse to my ear to hear Iggy better.

      “The outer ring is good. You wanna wait till you get to the inner ring, though.”

      I lowered my purse to hang at my side again. We passed from the darkness of the moat room into a concrete hallway, wide enough only for a few of us to walk side by side. The blue flames that ran along a trough near the ceiling cast more light than over the bridge, but still, the corridor was dim… and depressing.

      “Vee keep za halls narrow, so zat een za case of oon riot or breakout, eet ees easy to create bottlenecks and haf easy views.” We curved to the left. “Vith no corners, vee can see long distances to avoid oon shneak attack.”

      I let out a shaky breath. Not such good news for us.

      We walked on for a few more minutes with Urs pointing our various features. Near what I guessed to be the center of one of the long sides of the oval-shaped prison, Urs led us sharply to the right. “Vee now enter za eener circle.”

      We climbed some steps. Were we on a new floor? Or did this floor just have different levels? Hopefully Iggy, our schematics expert, could make sense of it. We came out onto a platform that branched left and right, down more narrow, concrete hallways.

      “You’re in the inner circle?”

      I lifted my purse and whispered, “Yeah.”

      “Okay. Now.”

      My chest heaved and I gave Annie a nod, then Wiley, and finally Yann. Annie tugged my sleeve and drew me closer. “If you kill me, I’ll haunt you. Just so you know.”

      I shook my head. “Don’t even joke about that right now.” I held up my shiny palms. “Do you see how sweaty my palms are?”

      Annie grinned. “I trust you. Mostly.”

      “All right, countess.” Wiley’s throat bobbed. “You’re up.”

      Annie took a deep breath, then threw the back of her hand against her head. “Ooohhhh.” She moaned and swayed on her feet. Heads turned, women and guards, to look.

      I took a deep breath, closed my eyes and found Annie’s energy, soft and warm. I pulled from it. I hadn’t practiced this yesterday; I hadn’t wanted to. I hated pulling from people. But now I wished I had more practice. I couldn’t bear the thought of pulling too much and hurting Annie… or worse.

      I drew more and more to me, little sips.

      “Is she okay?”

      “Countess, you look pale. Do you need to sit?”

      “Can we get her some water?”

      The voices of concerned women sounded in my head but I ignored them and kept on taking more and more of Annie’s energy until—.

      A scuffle, a cry, and then I peeled my eyes open. Wiley held a limp Annie under the arms. Her head lolled and my stomach clenched. I rushed up to her and pressed my fingers to her throat. I thought I could feel a pulse, but I wasn’t sure. “She’s fainted!” I said it loud enough the whole group could hear.

      People stepped back against the walls to make room for Urs to pass through. He came back, from the head of the group, and knelt beside Annie and Wiley. He checked her pulse at her wrist and pressed the back of his hand to her neck and cheek.

      He rose. “Take her to za infirmary.”

      Wiley dipped his chin. “Yes, sir.”

      He hoisted Annie up and her hat tipped forward to halfway cover her face. Yann grabbed her ankles.

      “I’d better go with her.” I clasped my hands together and didn’t have to act worried—I genuinely was. Would she be okay when she woke up? Would she wake up?

      “I hope she’s okay.” Emmaline bit her lip.

      We started left and Urs turned and frowned. “The infirmary ees za ozer vay.”

      Yann cleared his throat. “Right. Off courze.”

      Urs jerked his chin at another guard. “You go, too.”

      Wiley’s eyes widened. “Uh, we’ve got this sir, I think. Just the two of us.”

      Urs glared at Wiley. “Are you za varden?”

      Wiley hung his head. “No. Sir.”

      After another tense moment, Yann and Wiley carried Annie past Urs, with me and the other guard trailing behind. Once we left the tour group behind, Wiley paused and readjusted his grip on Annie. He looked at the other guard. “Why don’t you lead the way, it’s hard for me to see where I’m going.”

      The guy nodded and moved in front.

      “Let me out.”

      I unclasped my handbag and retrieved the silver lighter. I flipped up the lid and a tiny Iggy flame turned right and left. “We’re still in the inner circle?”

      I nodded and whispered. “I think so.”

      “We haven’t gone down any stairs?”

      I shook my head.

      “Okay.”

      We left some distance between Yann, carrying Annie’s feet, and us, just in case the guard up front could hear.

      “He’s probably heading towards the lift since it’d be tough to carry Annie up stairs. When you reach the lift, there will be a door just to the right that leads to a storage closet. Dump the guard in there.”

      I frowned. “What do you mean dump him?” I hissed.

      “You know.” Iggy mimicked punching himself. “Knock him out and hide him in the storage closet.”’

      “Oh, just knock him out, huh?” I gave him a flat look. “Easy peasy.”

      “Sneezy deezy. Wow, see, I can say gobbledygook words, too.”

      “That’s not what I was—”

      “You knocked Annie out easy, do it to this guy.”

      I huffed. “Not as simple as it sounds. It’s pretty exhausting actually, to focus that hard. I could really hurt someone.”

      Iggy rolled his eyes. “Just do it.”

      “Fine.” My stomach twisted with nerves as we rushed Annie through the hallways. Finally we reached the lift and the extra guard pressed a button to call it. While we waited, I summoned my courage, closed my eyes, and inhaled. I breathed in the guard’s muddy brown energy. It was interesting—I was starting to have a sense of different shapes, colors, and kinds of magical energy. This man’s was rather unsavory. I pulled more energy and quicker than I had from Annie. Thump. I opened my eyes. The man lay slumped against the wall, his mouth slack. Wiley and Yann turned shocked faces to me.

      “You did dat?” Yann blinked.

      I nodded. “Was that bad?”

      Wiley grinned. “You kidding?” They carefully set Annie down on the hard concrete floor. While I crouched down and cradled her head in my hands, the guys dragged the guard into the storage closet. Scuffles and snaps came from inside the little room. I looked up and down the hallway, my heart pounding.

      “Guys? What’s taking so long?” I kept my voice down.

      Wiley reemerged, the guard’s black chest plate slung over one arm. Yann scooped up Annie’s head, while Wiley handed me the armor.

      “Figured you could use a little extra protection.”

      I nodded my thanks as Wiley slid the heavy vest over my head. I readjusted my bun.

      “Ready?” Yann nodded at Wiley, who grabbed Annie’s feet and they hefted her up again. I fished around in my purse and grabbed the lighter and opened it so Iggy could see. He spun right and left.

      Ding!

      The lift arrived and scratched metal doors slid open. My heart nearly stopped as they did, but thankfully no one was inside.

      “We’re getting lucky,” Wiley muttered as we clambered inside.

      “Don’t even say that.” I shook my head. “You’ll jinx us.”

      “We want the third floor.”

      I smiled down at my flame. “You look so cute that tiny.”

      “Just hit the button.” He frowned, but I did as he ordered.

      My heart thundered in my chest as the lift rose. All four of us kept our eyes trained on the metal doors. I edged behind Yann. Ding! The lift stopped and I’d swear my heart did, too. The doors parted onto an open stretch of concrete hallway. I let out a small sigh of relief.

      “Head left,” our tiny navigator directed.

      The guys, carrying Annie between them, shuffled out the door, with Iggy and me sneaking along behind. All was going fairly smoothly until we moved around the curve to the long straight stretch of the oval.

      “Hey!” A man’s deep voice thundered at us.

      My stomach clenched and I froze.

      “Zap him!” Iggy hissed.

      I took a shaky breath, but felt like I couldn’t quite get enough air.

      “Hurry!”

      “Oh, uh, we were headed to the infirmary but the lift is down,” Wiley called to the guard.

      “That’s strange, it was working a minute ago.”

      Footsteps sounded, boots getting closer. Still I hid behind Yann, panicking.

      “Imogen…,” Yann muttered to me over his shoulder.

      I closed my eyes, swept the hallway in my mind. It was as if I could feel who and what was where on my skin. My arms prickled as I located the guard. I took a deep breath in and pulled more of his energy to me. I took it in, more and more, swallowing it.

      Thunk!

      The noise made me pop my eyes open. I peeked around Yann to where the guard lay crumpled on the floor. Wiley, Yann, and I exchanged wide-eyed looks.

      “The control room is at the end of the hall on the right.” Iggy’s flame burned brighter and bigger. “Hurry!”

      “Should we—” I gestured at the guard. “Hide him or—” I glanced back toward the lift. Maybe there was another storage closet beside it on this floor?

      “No time.” Wiley jerked his head behind him. “Come on.”

      We shuffled forward.

      Wiley jogged backwards, his head turned to watch over his shoulder. “It’s only a matter of time before Urs checks in with the infirmary and realizes we’re not there.”

      My stomach dropped and I glanced back at the crumpled guard. The first person to see him would surely sound the alarm, and that could be any moment.

      “Here!”

      We skidded to a stop in front of two nondescript gray metal doors set into the wall. I frowned, expecting a sign or anything that indicated it was the control room. “You sure?”

      “Oh, are you the map expert now?” Iggy opened his eyes wide at me. “The left one is to the control room. Right leads to the containment theatre.”

      Wiley carefully set Annie’s feet down, and Yann lowered her torso to the floor. I stood with my back to the door and kept watch. Wiley grunted. “It’s locked.”

      “What? They lock doors in prisons?” Iggy rolled his eyes.

      I made a face at him. “Tone down the snark a little?”

      His mouth disappeared and his flame grew and shrank, grew and shrank, as if his chest were heaving. “I’m a little stressed, okay? The more stressed I get, the more snarky.”

      “Then you must be pretty stressed every day.” I leaned forward and looked left, keeping an eye out for anyone.

      “Don’t test me. I’m in a burning mood.”

      I flashed my eyes, but kept watch and tried to ignore my flame.

      Knock! Knock!

      I glanced back at Wiley who held his fist to the door. He shrugged. “Can you think of another way in?”

      I shook my head.

      A speaker to the right of the door crackled. “Yes?” The gray speaker and keypad below it blended into the wall so well, I hadn’t noticed them before.

      Wiley cleared his throat. “Requesting admittance.” He grimaced at Yann and me. I nodded some encouragement.

      A long pause followed. My heartbeat thumped in my ears.

      “You don’t need to request admittance. Either you have the code, or you don’t.”

      Wiley tilted his head to the side and tugged at his uniform’s high collar. “I, uh—forgot it.”

      The speaker crackled. I glanced up and down the hall. My hands shook.

      “Is this a test? Did the Bear send you to test us?”

      Wiley lifted his palms. “No! No. I was—just joking.”

      “Identify yourself. You have seconds to do so or to enter your code, or we’re enabling protocol B7.”

      Wiley whirled away from the speaker. “What do I do?” He gritted his teeth.

      “B7.” Yann grimaced. “Eet ees bad.”

      “How did Horace not give us a code?” I grumbled to myself as I stalked past Wiley to the speaker box. “Wait.” I froze, an idea creeping up.

      “Officer!” The voice on the other end of the speaker shouted with urgency. “Enter your code or give us your name!”

      “These are letters and numbers.” I scanned the keypad. “Rhonda’s vision—she was giving us the code!”

      “Sweet sand banks, you’re right.” Wiley’s mouth slid sideways into a grin.

      My hands shook. “Guys. What was the code she gave us? Does anyone remember?”

      Iggy made a face. “Remember the vision she thought so important she gave to us twice and insisted we remember?” He shook his head. “No. Not even a little. I think there was a seven in there?”

      Yann clomped forward and I slid out of the way so he could stand in front of the keypad. “I tink I do. I try to remember all Rhonda says.” He gave me a serious nod. “She’s always right, ju know.”

      “Three… two…” The impatient, increasingly tense voice over the speaker counted down.

      Yann’s beefy fingers whirled across the keypad. “T6E5H7J8.” He muttered the code as he typed.

      I held my breath and stood absolutely still, though my hands and jaw trembled slightly.

      Click.

      The door unlocked. The speaker crackled again. “Jenkins, is that you? What did I tell you about practical jokes?”

      Wiley and I exchanged wide-eyed glances. He let out a heavy exhale, then jerked his head to the side. “Come on.”

      I nodded. I held my hands behind my back and Wiley grabbed my wrists in one hand while he held his wand up with the other. Yann opened the door and entered first, with Wiley pretending to shove me forward right behind him. I glanced back. Annie lay splayed in the hallway. Her head turned and her eyelids fluttered. I let out a sigh of relief—she was waking up. She’d be okay. Well, unless we ended up arrested. Then she’d be alive, but far from okay.

      “Heddo!” Yann called out a sing-songy greeting as we entered the control room. About ten men looked up from desks and control booths sprinkled with blinking lights and buttons. The control room itself was fairly small, but appeared large due to its height and the floor-to-ceiling windows that spanned the right side of the room. I gasped at the enormous sunken room beyond the windows, and the hundreds, maybe thousands, of emaciated bodies that stood still on their feet below. I recoiled. It was as if a zombie uprising had been put on pause.

      “What is this?” The man closest to us rose from his seat.

      Wiley pointed his wand at my head. “Move and she dies! Hands up!”

      Another guard with glasses frowned. “Don’t move? Or hands up?”

      I knew any second someone would push a button and sound the alarm. I had my eyes closed already. I’d found all ten men scattered around the room in my mind’s eye. I pulled hard—every second counted and I need them out, fast. My eyes flew open as the energy of nine strong men rushed into me. They dropped to the floor, limp and hopefully only unconscious. That left one guy standing by the windows. He raised his hands, his round eyes full of fear. My chest heaved and my heart raced. My teeth chattered and I shuddered—then shuddered again.

      The guard’s eyes slid to me. “What’s wrong with her?”

      “You okay?” Wiley hissed, too quiet for the guard to hear.

      The energy of so many men, on top of Annie and the other guards, ricocheted around inside me. I felt like I’d had twenty espresso shots and a cup of pure sugar. I simply couldn’t be still; my entire body itched and my mind and heart raced. I gasped for air and pulled my dress away from my neck as my mind zipped from one certain disaster to the next, unable to focus on anything. “We’re all gonna die. This is bad. This is bad.”

      Wiley flashed his eyes at me, then at Yann.

      Yann kept his wand leveled at the guard. He squared his beefy shoulders. “Open da door to da containment theatre.”

      The guard’s chest heaved but he didn’t move.

      “Do it. Or we kill her and we kill you, like da oders.”

      The guard’s eyes dipped to the control panel beside him.

      “Do it!” I screeched, unable to hold it in any longer.

      That did the trick. The man jolted, then reached for the board and hit a button. Through the glass we could see another door swing open from the hallway we’d just been in.

      Wiley jerked his chin at Yann.

      Yann sniffed, lowered his brows, and then fired a spell at the man. It ricocheted off his black vest, hit the glass, and left a black scorch mark.

      “Hey, you said you wouldn’t hurt me.” The guard lunged for a big red button on the wall, but Yann moved quicker. He raised a meaty fist and bonked the man on the top of the head. His eyes rolled back and he crumpled to the floor.

      I gave Yann a shaky grin. “Nice job.”

      Yann folded his arms. “I don’t like being bully.” He grinned. “But yah, I did good, right?”

      Wiley nodded. “Yeah, you did.” He glanced at me. “I don’t think she can take any more.”

      My hands shook so violently that Wiley slid my purse from me and slung it over his forearm.

      “Thank you!” Iggy shouted from inside the lighter. “I’ve thrown up three times in here.”

      Wiley jerked his head towards the door behind us. “Come on.”

      “H-how long w-w-will they b-be out?” My teeth clattered as I fought to talk.

      Wiley and Yann grabbed my arms and escorted me out.

      “Not sure, but it’s only going to be minutes at best before someone realizes that no one in the control room is responding.” Wiley clicked his tongue when we stepped into the hall. “Lying down on the job?”

      Annie propped up on an elbow and narrowed her eyes. “As soon as I can stand, I’m going to pinch you.” She blinked her unfocused eyes at me. “You pack quite the punch, dear.”

      “You okay by yourself?”

      I nodded at Wiley, and he and Yann left me to help Annie to her feet. Our unsteady group shuffled to the door on the right, which stood slightly ajar. It swung open with a small whine and I led the way into the containment theater.
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      Our footsteps clanked along the metal grating of the catwalk that overlooked the huge pit of prisoners. I understood now why they called it a theater—everyone was on display. I led the way toward the prisoner in the corner. A skeletal woman with clumps of graying hair blinked at me with sunken eyes. I held my shaking hands up as I approached.

      “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      I wasn’t sure that she saw or heard me. She blinked but slid her eyes back to the prisoners below.

      “You can stop casting the spell.”

      She held one bony arm out toward the theater below. Her knobby index finger trembled. Her glassy eyes slid to Wiley and Yann behind me, then to Annie, supported between them.

      How long had she been in here? What had she done to deserve it? I shook my head. Did anyone deserve this? I cast a quick glance over my shoulder, not wanting to take my eyes off this wraith of a woman. “I think she wants a guard’s permission.”

      Wiley, in his uniform, readjusted his hold on Annie’s arm. “Stop casting the spell.”

      The woman slowly lowered her bony arm and hung her head. She looked as limp as the gray-brown sack she wore. I edged past her, staying as close to the railing as possible. I glanced down as I moved by. She didn’t wear shoes and her thick, yellow nails curved past the ends of her toes. I hugged one trembling arm around my middle and held on to the metal railing for dear life as I started down the steep staircase. The others followed right behind. Our footsteps made the metal ring. None of the prisoners looked up, but now that they weren’t under the spell that left them in a state of stupor, they were bound to start waking. The thought sent chills up my spine.

      I made it onto the theater floor, as Wiley and Yann struggled to help Annie down the narrow stairs. I took a shaking breath and raised my palms. Hank had taught me the finding spell a while ago. I had this one. I pressed my eyes closed and shook my head, trying to clear it. My teeth still clattered together, though not as badly as a few minutes ago. Focus, Imogen. I held Nate and Pritney’s faces in my mind, though they were about the last two people I wanted to think about, much less risk my life to break out of prison. I sighed and tried again. Intention mattered with spells. I thought of how relieved I’d be when we found them and got out of this place. A little zip of magic tickled my palms and I awoke to a bouncing ball of blue sparkling light. It did curlicues in space.

      I glanced back. “Hurry.”

      “Go ahead.” Wiley nodded at the ball of light, then carefully tossed me my purse.

      “Ahhhh!” Iggy screamed from the lighter inside.

      I caught it and hugged the bag to my chest. “Wiley! I could have dropped it.”

      “Yeah, she could’ve dropped it,” Iggy hissed.

      Wiley ignored us. “We’ll catch up. You need time to enlarge the mirror. I put it in your purse.”

      I bit my lip. I didn’t even want to think about that part yet, but he was right. As the others made their way down the last twenty steps, I followed the light as it wove through the crowd of prisoners.

      “I hate this, I hate this, I hate this,” I muttered to myself.

      “Let me out.”

      I paused between two tall men. Their ribs stuck out from under their sacks and they stared, unseeing, straight ahead. I fished around in the purse and flipped the lighter open. I held Iggy aloft. “I’m too creeped out to do this alone.”

      As Iggy looked around, one of the men blinked.

      “Gah!” Iggy and I yelped and I jumped back and slammed into another body. I whirled and slowly, slowly the man turned his head toward me.

      “Run!” Iggy screeched.

      I bolted and followed the bouncing light as it snaked through the hundreds and hundreds of emaciated, packed-in bodies. Men and women stood with scars, sunken eyes, clumps of hair missing and bloody scabs on their heads.

      “Put me away!” Iggy yelled.

      “No chance I’m doing this alone,” I hissed.

      Eyes began to blink and heads turned as we passed. As I skirted around a tiny older woman, her hand darted out and she grabbed my wrist, her jagged nails digging into my skin. I winced from the pain and pried at her bony fingers.

      I gasped in a panicked breath. “I can’t get her off!”

      Iggy’s lighter burned in the hand the woman had grabbed. Iggy took a deep breath and puffed himself up, growing his flame longer until he touched the woman’s hand and burned her.

      She hissed and shrank back and the moment she released me, I ran after the ball of light. I dared a glance back through the maze of bodies. She followed, slowly pushing her way through the path we’d left behind us, her face grinning a toothless, malice-filled smile.

      I uttered something unintelligible, my insides made of an odd mix of Jell-O-like fear and buzzing panic. I stumbled over my own feet and followed the light on through the shifting, waking bodies until the light stopped and winked out. I blinked at the man and woman I stood before.

      “I pictured Pritney and Nate, but these two aren’t—” I pressed my free hand to my mouth.

      “Son of a sea snake,” Iggy murmured.

      I hadn’t recognized them at first, but it was them. They’d only been in Carclaustra less than a year, but Pritney’s once perfect skin hung sallow and limp from her cheekbones. Dark bags circled her eyes and her blonde hair drooped gray and straggly around her face. Her chapped lips cracked and bled and dark bruises covered her arms. Nate hadn’t fared any better. He still had a tall, broad-shouldered frame, but all his muscles had wasted away. He looked sunken and his skin was yellow and rough. I frowned. He’d lost a few teeth.

      Nate blinked at me and I jumped back. He uttered a low, gasping sound and Pritney’s glazed, bloodshot eyes flew open. She looked right and left until her gaze landed on me. She blinked. Her pupils narrowed and she hissed.

      I let out a heavy sigh. “Yeah, you’re not my favorite person either.” I bit my still trembling lips.

      A groan sounded from behind me. I whirled, then another went up further away, and another.

      “The horde’s waking up,” Iggy screeched.

      As I turned back, I felt a rough, icy-cold hand wrap around my throat and squeeze.

      “Eck.” I choked and slid my eyes to the left.

      Pritney’s eyes burned with hate as she tightened her grip around my neck. She scrunched up her face and bit her lip with effort, causing it to bleed more.

      “Ig—” I managed to squeak out. I clawed at her fingers.

      My little flame flashed brighter. I felt the heat under my chin and suddenly Pritney yelped and released her grip.

      “Hah.” Iggy folded his tiny arms. “Too hot to handle?”

      I raised my brows as I massaged my throat with my free hand. “Really?”

      Iggy cackled.

      Nate swayed in place and blinked his dark eyes rapidly while Pritney continued to glare at me. She cradled her burned hand against her bony chest.

      I held up my free palm. “Horace sent us to break you out of here. We’re here to help.” I sniffed. “Against our will and better judgment, but we’re here.”

      Pritney’s ribs heaved as her eyes slid around the room. Nate leaned against her shoulder, unsteady on his feet, and she roughly shrugged him off. The horde, as Iggy had called the cadaverous prisoners that surrounded us, moaned and wailed. Those nearest us took shaky, stuttering steps.

      “This is bad.” I shook my head. “You see? Everyone’s waking up. We’re here to help. We good?” I kept my eyes on Pritney as I fished around in my purse for the round compact mirror.

      Her eyes widened and before I could react she lunged at me. I shut my eyes and braced for the attack.

      A shriek sounded behind me. I peeled my eyes open and turned. Pritney straddled the grinning woman from earlier who’d grabbed my wrist. She must’ve followed us all the way back here. Pritney grabbed her head in her hands, even as the woman scratched her arms and snapped her few teeth, trying to bite her. Pritney slammed the woman’s head back into the concrete floor and a pool of red blood seeped into her matted hair. I gasped and recoiled, but there was nowhere to go. Everywhere I looked skeletal figures towered above me.

      “This is a reefing nightmare.” Iggy nibbled at his flame fingers.

      Pritney rolled to the side, off the bleeding woman, and sat with her shoulders heaving, to catch her breath.

      My fingers clasped around the compact and I pulled it out of the purse. I flared my nostrils and huffed. “Come on, Imogen.” My hands trembled so badly I hardly trusted myself to even hold it, much less enlarge it with the steady gentleness required so as not to break the glass.

      “Coming!”

      I looked up to see Yann’s red buzz cut poking out above the heads of the crowd. He waved and I nodded back. Perfect timing. I couldn’t believe we’d made it this far. I closed my eyes and formed a round O with my lips. I blew out a shaky breath. We’d gotten in, found our targets, and now all I had to do was expand the mirror so we could escape through the portal. Ice flooded my stomach. Just a simple little spell I hadn’t managed to get right once in all our practicing yesterday under calm circumstances surrounded by friends. Now I had the magical energy of a dozen other people bouncing around inside me alongside my own jittery nerves, and was surrounded by a skeletal horde of terrifying criminals. I pressed my eyes shut tight. Piece of cake.

      I sought out my energy from the humming gray lights far overhead and tried to shut out the eerie moans and wails of the suffering men and women around me. Focus focus focus. I found the mirror in my mind and started to coax it larger and larger and—

      Weeeooooo. Weeeeeooooo. Weeeeoooo.

      My eyes flew open as a deafening alarm sounded overhead. I winced and pressed my free hand to my ear as Yann, Wiley, and a much steadier-looking Annie joined us. Pritney crawled to her knees.

      “What’s? Happening?” I shouted at the top of my lungs.

      Wiley shook his head.

      “Open! The! Portal!” Annie jerked her head at the mirror in my hand, her hands pressed tight over her ears.

      Weeeeooooo. Weeeooooo. Weeeeeoooo.

      The unnerving alarm drove spikes into my brain. But I could do this. I had to. I handed the mirror to Yann to hold since my hands trembled so badly, then focused on it. I closed my eyes and pulled from the lights again—or tried to. Nothing happened. I couldn’t even sense them.

      My eyes flew open. “I can’t!”  I turned my palms over and shook my head at them.

      Yann’s lip trembled and Annie shook her head.

      Wiley flared his nostrils, held his wand aloft and—nothing happened.

      We leaned our heads together as the prisoners around us wailed, their hands held over their ears. Wiley shouted to be heard. “They deployed the anti-magic spell Horace told us about!”

      My eyes widened. “It works on me too?!”

      “Apparently!” Wiley’s face fell.

      “He said they couldn’t keep it going for long though, right?” Annie’s blue eyes pleaded for someone to give her some hope.

      Yann gulped. “Long enough for them to find us, though, I tink!”

      “We’re all gonna die!” Iggy wailed.

      My heart raced in my chest.

      Weeeooooo. Weeeeooooo. Weeeeoooo.
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      “Yeeeek!”

      I glanced down toward where the screech had sounded from.

      Pritney gritted her teeth and latched her bony hand onto the shift of a nearby prisoner. She dragged herself up to her feet by his sack-like garment and in the process knocked him off balance. He tumbled sideways and took a few other people down with him. Pritney staggered in her bare feet and panted.

      She cleared her throat, a grating noise. Her voice came out hoarse. “What did you idiots do?” She jabbed a broken fingernail at me. “You ruin everything!”

      The nerve. I gritted my teeth. “Oh, sorry. Maybe we should just leave you here to rot!”

      I felt an icy hand on my shoulder and whirled around.

      Nate winked a bloodshot eye at me. “Imogen.” I could barely hear his raspy voice over the blaring of the alarm. “Hey. You look good.”

      I recoiled.

      Iggy widened his eyes at Nate. “You don’t!”

      “Seriously? Do you only ever have one thing on your mind?” Pritney growled.

      Her eyes darted left and right. She hissed when one of the increasingly active prisoners shouldered her. “Someone explain what’s happening?”

      Annie glared at Pritney. “I always knew you were a snake.” She huffed. “And you are a terrible baker.”

      That’s right. They’d worked together in the bakery where Pritney had killed Nan, the old head baker. I’d forgotten they knew each other.

      We huddled closer together as the prisoners grew more agitated and bumped into us from all angles.

      I gulped. “We’re supposed to escape through this mirror.”

      Yann lifted the compact. He lurched forward as a screaming prisoner stumbled into him. My stomach clenched as he fumbled with it, but managed to catch it.

      Pritney’s face darkened and she grumbled to herself.

      “But we can’t, because they’ve dropped a no-magic emergency spell on the whole prison!” I cupped my free hand to my mouth and shouted.

      Weeeeoooooo. The siren screamed all around us.

      Pritney shook her head and curled her chapped lip. “Is there anything you can do right?”

      Nate leaned close and I leaned back from his horrid breath. “Don’t worry, it’s not personal. She’s like this to me, too.”

      Charming.

      “We need to get out of this room!” Pritney shouted. “The guards will be swarming here any second. I’m shocked they’re not already here!”

      “How?” Annie rose on tip toe and looked over the crowd. “How do we get out?”

      Good point. We’d made our way pretty deep into the warehouse-sized space and now a churning mass of bodies separated us from the staircase out. A few of the prisoners staggered like zombies or unbalanced toddlers up the steps toward the balcony and exit above.

      “There’s no way we’ll get through here—not without magic.” Wiley dragged a hand through his hair.

      If only we could get the mirror to expand. Horace had said he’d wait to activate the portal, so that if they looked at it during the security check, it would only look like a regular mirror. How much longer would he keep the portal open?

      I snapped my fingers. “The portal! It’s open!”

      Pritney rolled her eyes. “And, genius?”

      Iggy shook his head at Pritney. “Is this what I sound like?”

      I carefully took the mirror from Yann and flipped it open. Where the reflection should be, a swirling green light moved across the mirror’s surface. “We can’t do magic inside the prison. But maybe….” I curled my hand sideways to make it narrower and stuck a few fingers through the portal mirror. “Maybe someone, or part of someone, on the other side, can!”

      Annie winked at me. “You brilliant girl!”

      We closed ranks tighter, and Nate, Yann, Wiley, Annie, and Pritney linked arms around me to shield me from the jostling. I frowned as I looked around. “It’s like a mosh pit in here.” Weeeeooooo. Even the siren noise could pass for music at some concerts.

      “Yeah. Totally. If a mosh is a pit full of murderous, violent zombies.” Iggy burned brighter. “Hurry.”

      “Right.” I closed my eyes, my heart pounding and my nerves jumping with adrenaline. I tried to drown out everything that was happening around me, and to instead focus on what I felt through my fingertips on the other side of the portal. The other portal mirror sat aboard the airship we’d flown over on. I sensed rich, shining wood paneling and pulled energy from it. I kept my eyes closed, but shouted, “It’s working!” I drew energy bit by bit through my fingertips. It took a lot longer than when I could pull magical energy with my whole body, but if we could hold out long enough, it would work. I could expand the mirror from the other side.

      “Snakes!”

      “What’s he doing here?”

      “Yes!”

      Cries from the others broke my concentration and I opened my eyes. I blinked and looked around.

      Pritney had her back to me and waved. “Horace! Horace!”

      It couldn’t be. I looked past her and spotted my brother up on the balcony. “What?”

      “He was supposed to stay on the ship.” Annie shook her head.

      Horace flashed a bright smile and waved, as if he hadn’t a care in the world. Weeeeoooooo. Weeeoooooo.

      Wiley tugged at his hair. “Didn’t he hear the alarm? Why would he rush in?”

      Pritney clasped her hands together and looked longingly at my brother, her face suddenly softer. “He probably knew you morons would never succeed and is coming to save me himself.”

      Annie folded her arms and snorted. “Then who’s he looking for?”

      Good point. Horace had cast the finding spell. A glowing orb of light appeared before him and then dipped low over the heads of the churning prisoners. He gripped the balcony and leaned forward, his pale eyes focused as he tracked it.  He then sprinted down the staircase. My brother knocked a prisoner over the edge into the crowd on his way down. I gasped. It hadn’t been too, too high. Maybe they’d be okay?

      Annie turned to me. “Go ahead, dear, keep working on the mirror.”

      “We’ll keep you protected.” Nate winked.

      I rolled my eyes at his shamelessness, but did as Annie said. Horace or no Horace, we still needed a way out. I slid my hand back through the portal mirror and sip by sip pulled energy to me. I then funneled it into the mirror. Weirdly, this was almost better. I wasn’t as worried about enlarging the mirror too quickly and shattering it since my feed of magic was so slow. I bit my lip. Grow, mirror, grow. I only hoped I’d be able to do it before the guards swarmed the room. As the mirror lengthened it became too heavy to hold in my palm.

      I kept my eyes closed and the magic flowing. “A little help?”

      The mirror steadied and the weight lifted from my palm as my friends took hold of it. Still, I focused on growing it bigger and bigger.

      “You’re almost there, dear.”

      Wiley’s voice came next. “It’s tall enough, think wider.”

      I gulped and nodded that I’d heard. Wider, wider. A thin stream of magic flowed into my fingertips and through me to the mirror.

      A shrill screech made me jump. I looked wildly around for the murder victim or wounded animal. I blinked at Pritney, who’d let go of Nate’s and Annie’s hands to clap and bounce on her toes. “Horace!”

      I scowled at her. “I thought someone had died.”

      She ignored me and shoved past Annie and Wiley to throw her arms around my brother’s neck. He stiffened.

      “Pritney.”

      She pulled back and batted her red eyes at him. “You came for me.”

      “And me!” Nate chimed in.

      Horace nodded at him, while Pritney spun and sneered at Nate. “I’m sure you were an afterthought.”

      “Who’s dat?” Yann pointed at the thin, shriveled old man in glasses that swayed on his feet behind Horace. My brother’s fist gripped the front of the man’s tunic and kept him upright.

      Horace skirted past Pritney, dragging the man behind him. He paused in the center of the circle and looked from me to the mirror and back to me again. He grinned. “Clever way around the no-magic spell.”

      I smiled. “Thanks.” I frowned. “Wait. Seriously, who is that guy and what are you doing here?”

      Horace gave a lazy blink. “I’ve got this.”

      “Oh.” I backed away as Horace slid his foot through the full length, but quite narrow mirror.

      It widened rapidly as he used the same technique I had. I sighed with relief, glad to have a break. My shoulders slumped with exhaustion.

      “This.” Horace lifted his fist and the man rose with it, just his toes on the ground. Horace set him back down and the man’s head lolled against his chest. “This is Gunter Braun. Everyone meet Gunter. Gunter, everyone.”

      I frowned at the man with the glasses. He looked kind of familiar….

      “Okay. Why do you have him and why are you here? This wasn’t the plan.” Wiley folded his arms.

      The mirror had nearly expanded wide enough to allow my brother to fit all the way through.

      “Didn’t you hear the alarm?” I pointed up.

      The siren continued to blare down on us. Would I ever get my hearing back?

      Horace’s full lips smirked.

      Wiley gasped. “You set the alarm off. Didn’t you?”

      Horace lifted one shoulder. He pulled his shirt up and flashed the prison brand they’d marked him with on his side. “I told you I’d set off the alarm if I stepped foot in the prison.”

      Pritney bit her lip as she ogled his bare skin. “Oh yeah.”

      Wiley dragged his hands down his face. “Then why did you?”

      “It’s big enough.” Annie gestured at the mirror. Horace still had one foot through to the other side.

      I nodded. “It’s getting crazy in here and the guards are gonna rush in, any second.”

      “I took out the squad that was headed here. So there’s a little extra time.” Horace blinked, the smirk still on his face.

      I waved my hands toward the mirror. “Great. But we can chitchat later. Let’s go.”

      Horace winced, though his eyes twinkled with mirth. “About that….” In the blink of an eye he stepped through the mirror and tugged the half-dead Gunter through behind him. Pritney lunged forward to follow, but the mirror shattered in her face.
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      Shards of the mirror fell to the floor.

      “No!” Pritney shrieked.

      My heart sank. I knew how she felt.

      She jumped back as the frame tipped over and clattered to the floor, further shattering the pieces.

      “Ur.” Nate scratched the back of his neck. “He probably didn’t see you there, Prit.”

      She whipped her head around, her lips curled back from her teeth. “He saw me.” Her wild eyes searched the broken pieces. “He—he probably knocked the mirror over from the other side accidentally.” She nodded to herself. “He probably feels terrible and is whipping up some new plan to save us right now.” She jabbed a finger at Nate. “And I’ve told you. Don’t call me Prit.”

      I clenched my hands into fists and dug my nails into my palms. “He betrayed you!” My chest heaved. “Like he betrayed all of us. We’re screwed!”

      “Ohh. That—” Wiley let loose a string of profanities under his breath that were lost in the maddening scream of the alarm.

      “We’re all gonna die!” Iggy screamed.

      “You already said that one!” I yelled back.

      “I’m not going down without a fight.” Annie’s face darkened. “I need to survive so I can kill that sea scum.”

      “Over my dead body!” Pritney got in her face.

      “That can be arranged!” Annie puffed up her chest.

      “I love a good cat fight. Very sexy.” Nate held up his hands as the women rounded on him. He blinked, his face earnest. “But we should get out of here.”

      Oh, simple, simple Nate. “How?” I demanded.

      Weeeooooo. Weeeooooo.

      “The only way out, genius.” Pritney pointed at the stairs. Prisoners crawled over each other, grabbing each other’s ankles and hair to escape. Someone shouldered me from behind as they stumbled toward the exit. Ow. I frowned at churning mass of bodies stumbling up the stairs. How would we push through them?

      Suddenly the alarm cut out. We all stared wide-eyed at each other. My ears rang.

      “Does that mean magic’s back?” My own voice sounded muffled to me.

      Wiley pointed his wand at something just beyond my shoulder and a blast of light emitted from it. I whirled. The man’s outstretched hands had nearly reached my throat. I screamed as he crumpled to the floor, hit by Wiley’s spell.

      “Oh snakes,” Iggy whined.

      “Guess so!” Annie grinned. “Wands out!”

      Pritney sneered. “Enjoy your freedom—while it lasts.”

      Nate hung his head. “Bye.”

      I frowned. “You’re not coming with?”

      Pritney snorted. “I can barely walk. I don’t have my magic back. None of these freaks do.” She gestured at the shuffling, moaning hoard that surrounded us.

      I rolled my eyes and bit my lip. “I’m going to regret this, but come on. Both of you.” I jerked my head. “We’re in this together, seeing as Horace betrayed all of us.”

      Pritney folded her arms. “I am not convinced of that.”

      “Yeah, whatever.” I shook my head. “Besides, you deserve to be punished but—” I looked around. A lot of prisoners lay crumpled on the floor and I didn’t know if they’d ever get back up again. The others seemed to have lost their minds, or all their teeth, or both. “I’m not sure anyone deserves this.” I cocked a brow at Pritney. “Even my worst enemy.”

      She blinked and her face softened ever so slightly.

      “Let’s go.” Wiley, wand raised, led the way through the crowd. Prisoners recoiled from him and Yann, and I suddenly remembered that they appeared to be guards. It helped us move through the dense crowd. When we neared the far side of the room we stopped with the balcony overhead.

      “Are we gonna fly?” I frowned at Wiley.

      “Nope.” He conjured several rope ladders that magically dangled from the walkway overhead. The ropes and the structure above shook with the stampeding feet of the prisoners on their way to the exit. “Grab hold!”

      I scampered up one of them and then held still as Annie grabbed the bottom rungs. Wiley and Yann took the other and Nate and Pritney shared the third. They magically retracted, lifting us higher and higher until I could crawl under the railing.

      “Ow!” I winced as a man ran by and stepped on my finger. I shook it off and reached down to help Annie up and over. The others clambered up as well and the tide of escaping prisoners pushed us out the exit and into the cement hallway. The blue flames that had illuminated the space before had been extinguished, leaving the hallway nearly pitch dark. Annie, Wiley, and Yann lit their wands. I held Iggy in his lighter up.

      “Head left!” my little flame yelled.

      I swung left and held Annie’s hand. The others followed. I didn’t like having my back to Nate and Pritney, but we didn’t have much choice.

      “Where are we going, Iggy?”

      “Get to the lift. We’ll take it to the top floor to the infirmary. We may be able to steal the mediship.”

      I beamed, though Iggy couldn’t see it in the darkness. “You’re swimmin’ brilliant, little guy.”

      “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you.”

      I gripped Annie tighter as we squeezed past panicked prisoners running the other way. The reason for their panic marched into view a moment later. Guards wielding shields and wearing dark goggles stomped toward us in a formation that spanned the entire hallway. I froze.

      “What now?”

      “We hide?” Annie frowned at me.

      “Those are dark vision goggles,” Pritney hissed from behind. “That’s why the lights are out—to give them the advantage.”

      Wiley and Yann who brought up the rear moved closer. “Go with it, okay? Imogen and Annie, put your wand and Iggy away. Now!”

      I stuffed Iggy back in my purse and Annie extinguished her wand.

      “Put your hands behind your backs,” Yann’s deep voice said.

      I clasped my hands, and Annie, Pritney, and Nate did the same.

      “Here we go.” Wiley and Yann’s wands grew brighter. “Eyes ahead.”

      I turned and faced the wall of approaching guards.

      “March!” Yann barked.

      I jumped and started forward. As we neared the front row of guards with shields, Wiley called out. “We’ve detained these ones, but many escapees are already loose through the inner ring. We believe these ones were key to the security breach. We’re taking them to the Bear for questioning.”

      My heart pounded as I stared at the rows of officers. With their entire bodies covered and armored, they didn’t even appear human anymore. I doubted I could pull from all of them quick enough to knock them out before they took us down.

      “Very good. Proceed.”

      I couldn’t even tell who’d spoken but they moved past us, allowing us a narrow passage through against the left-hand wall. I didn’t breathe until the guards, four rows deep, disappeared around the gentle curve of the oval.

      Annie let out a hysterical chuckle. “I think I wet myself a little.”

      “You’re disgusting,” Pritney sneered.

      Annie snorted. “You should see yourself.”

      We made it to the lift, hit the button, and waited for what felt like eternity. Iggy turned to Pritney. “So, you two come here often?”

      She bared her teeth at him. “I’ll snuff you out.”

      Iggy cackled. “Ooh, this from the girl wearing a pillowcase.”

      I laughed. Laughter. It felt foreign, but those “I’m gonna die” giggles just came right over me. “Nobody give her a sock.” I laughed to myself, but no one joined in. “Dobby reference? No one?”

      Ding!

      The lift arrived and four more guards in shields and goggles rushed out. Before I could even think, I pulled from all of them and they collapsed in a pile on the ground. I staggered back a few steps, the rush of energy almost too much for me. Annie grabbed my free hand and dragged me into the lift, followed by everyone else.

      “Seventh floor.” Iggy nodded as Yann punched the button. The doors slid shut and the lift rose.

      “You okay?” Annie looked me over by the light of her wand.

      I nodded and brushed my bangs back with trembling hands. I caught Pritney staring at me, her eyes wide and mouth ajar.

      I scoffed. “You have something to say?”

      She shut her mouth and shook her head. Well, that was a first. The light for the seventh floor lit up and the doors slid open.

      “Like before.” Wiley ushered us forward as he and Yann marched behind us, wands pointed at our backs. The seventh floor stood as dark as the third, but empty.

      “The infirmary has its own passage up to the roof.” Iggy pointed a flame arm. “Straight ahead. Third door on the left.”

      “Thanks,” I breathed before closing the lighter and stuffing it in my purse. We marched on and encountered a couple more guards at the door. I pulled from them and left them unconscious, too. Aside from just hitting them, I was the only one whose magic could work against their armor. My teeth chattered again and my nerves made me jumpy.

      Thankfully, the six doctors scattered about in the infirmary weren’t wearing armor and Yann and Wiley magically put them to sleep and bound them. The single patient appeared comatose on a hospital bed. But Annie bound him to it, just in case.

      We swept through the white room. Beds lined the far wall and offices spanned the space to our left. I pulled Iggy back out of my purse, though I had to hold the lighter with both hands to keep from dropping it. The shakes were back.

      “There.” Iggy pointed at a metal platform on the floor, big enough for all of us to stand on with plenty of room. We rushed onto it. Wiley slapped a green button on the wall and the platform rose as a metal hatch in the ceiling slid open.

      As my head rose above the roof line, strong winds blew my hair around my head. I squinted and goose bumps prickled my arms with the chill. I took a deep breath—fresh, outside air had never smelled so good. I glanced over at Nate and Pritney. Tears trickled down Nate’s face and Pritney had her eyes pressed tight and her head thrown back. Guess I wasn’t the only one who felt that way.

      “Da ship!” Yann pointed at a small dirigible that rested on the launch pad nearby. I found the strength to run as we all dashed across the roof.

      Yann climbed in and helped Annie up into the gondola’s door, which hovered a couple of feet above the roof. He handed in Wiley next, then Nate, Pritney, and me. Medical supplies, tubes, bottles of glowing potions, and a gurney took up most of the main compartment.

      Wiley and Nate slid into the cockpit and after exchanging some glares, Wiley took the pilot’s seat, while Nate sat to the right as copilot. I gulped. We hadn’t left the roof yet, but we’d made it this far. Hope began to glow in my chest again.

      Another roof hatch flew open and Urs Volker himself emerged. He sprinted toward us, leading an entire squad of guards behind him, wands raised and ready. My heart froze as the engines to our ship whirred to life and we rose up, tugging at the ropes that tethered the ship to the roof.

      “Halt!” Urs barked. His blue eyes blazed in his red face. Confusion muddled his intensity as he neared.

      “What do I do?” Wiley shouted at us.

      “Keep going,” Pritney hissed.

      The rope tethers retracted.

      “Halt or vee vill fire.” Urs shook his head at me. “Imogen Banks—vat are you doink vis zese criminals?” His men flanked him, at least twenty, all with their wands pointed at us.

      I froze. It was over. No matter what, it was over. Even if we somehow escaped, I’d never work in the palace or see Hank or Maple again. The life I loved was gone. I lifted my hands, ready to surrender.

      Pritney grabbed the back of my dress and I cried out as she yanked me close to her. “Go with it,” she hissed in my ear. She snatched Annie’s wand from her hand. Annie stood far enough back that Urs and his men hadn’t seen her. Pritney marched me right up to the door, the wand pressed against my temple. My chest heaved.

      “Let us leave, or she dies.” Pritney grabbed some tendrils of hair that had fallen out of my bun and yanked.

      I threw my head back and whimpered with pain. Pritney pressed the end of the wand hard against my exposed neck.

      “Make it count,” she hissed in my ear.

      I suddenly realized she was helping me… somehow. I cried out, loud enough to be heard over the whir of the engines.

      “Schtop.” Urs held up his palms. “Let your hostage go.”

      “Let the ship pass, and I’ll make sure she and the other one come to no harm.” Pritney jerked her head over her shoulder.

      “Zer ees another hostage?”

      My eyes slid to look at Pritney. She glared at him.

      “Easy now.” Urs stared, unblinking, at her.

      “Nate,” she ground out, quiet enough Urs couldn’t hear. “Ease us past the edge.”

      “Aye aye, Prit,” he called from the cockpit. The ship drifted back.

      “Lower your wands, and we’ll let the women go free.”

      She shook me and I let all my fear and stress fuel my performance. Tears welled in my eyes. “Please!” I screamed. “Please don’t let them take me. Please!”

      Urs’s eyes darted from me to Pritney as the ship eased backwards. “Shtay calm.”

      “Annie, get up here,” Pritney muttered. “Nate, keep us low. Get ready to drop on my signal.”

      Drop? What did that mean? I swallowed, the point of Annie’s wand still digging into my throat.

      “Go no further!” Urs barked. Though we’d moved further away, he and the guards were still plenty close enough to hit us with spells.

      “We’re over the side,” Nate called from the cockpit.

      “What’s the plan here?” I muttered to Pritney.

      She sniffed and grabbed the back of Annie’s dress and pushed us both forward to the doorway. “Hope you both know how to tuck and roll.” She turned her head. “Now!”

      A hard push sent me flying out of the airship, Annie beside me. We fell several feet onto the hard rooftop and I landed on my shoulder and scraped the palm of one hand. Ow. I rolled to my back in time to see the last bit of the airship plummet down behind the roof line as spells flew over the top, just missing the balloon. I propped up on my elbow and looked at Annie.

      “Are you okay?” I sat up and grabbed her hand and hefted her upright.

      She adjusted her hat, which, though it stuck sideways out from her head, had managed to stay attached through that whole ordeal. “I’m all right.” She pressed a hand to her chest. “You, dear?”

      I nodded.

      Hard footsteps pounded up from behind and rushed past us. Guards in black skidded to a stop at the edge of the roof, their wands at the ready. I leaned to one side to look between them. The airship careened away, a small dot now, and disappeared into the clouds.

      “It’s out of range, sir,” a guard called back to Urs Volker, who came to a stop beside me. The men at the roof’s edge lowered their wands.

      I let out a soft sigh of relief. Hopefully Yann and Wiley would be okay in the company of Pritney and Nate. Even weak and emaciated and barefoot, she was scary.

      “Deploy all za airships vee haf and notify za kink zat—” Urs let out a pained sigh. “Zat Carclaustra security has been breached.”

      I almost felt bad for the guy. He rounded on Annie and me. “Are you hurt?” His blue eyes darted from one of us to the other and back again.

      I lifted my throbbing hand and blew some gravel out of the bloody scrape. “Not badly.”

      Annie huffed. “More than I can say. In all my years never have I experienced such rough treatment. What kind of a facility are you running here?”

      Oh, back into character, huh? I blinked at her and had to admire her commitment.

      Urs bristled as his men spread out over the rooftop and communicated with others via small devices in their ears that looked similar to the one Amelia used. “I assure you zis ees most unhert off.”

      I climbed to my feet and helped Annie to hers. She straightened her skirt and readjusted her hat, which immediately tipped back over again. “I assure you, this won’t be the last you hear from me.” She jabbed at his chest. “How you can allow such slack security measures when you have precious female lives touring your facilities is beyond me. Why, I have a mind to—”

      Urs lifted a hand. “You can disclose your frustration during your interrogation.”

      My heart sank. “Interrogation?”

      He nodded. “You vere vith zose criminals and even assuming you are innocent, vee shall need to know efery detail off your experience so vee may fint za culprits and get to za bottom off zis.”

      Annie’s nostrils flared and she hefted her shoulders. “Assuming we’re innocent? How dare you! You want the details? The guards who escorted me to the infirmary took the two of us hostage and used us to stage a breakout. In fact—” Her face flushed bright red. “I wouldn’t doubt it if they somehow made me faint, because I can assure you, I am in perfect health. I had my checkup two months ago and my doctor told me I had the constitution of a woman half my age. And while this young lady and I suffered, afraid for our lives and thrown out of an airship, you and your men told us to ‘schtay calm’.” She adopted his accent. “You’ve got the details. You want more, you can talk to my lawyer, but I’m not telling you a pebble more until we’ve had medical treatment.”

      She lifted a finger and cut Urs off when he started to speak. “The medical treatment of actual doctors, not your dungpit crew. And I suggest you call my friend and me a ship, because, Mr. Volker, I highly doubt the prison board will be too impressed with your performance today, and if you want to keep your job, I suggest you don’t make enemies of your donors.”

      Annie set her jaw and glared up into Urs’s hard face. He narrowed his eyes at her and squared his shoulders. I watched, breathless. His throat bobbed. He blinked. And it was over. He turned to one of his officers. “Call zeese ladies oon ship.”

      The guard frowned. “But you said to send all ships after—”

      “Just do eet,” Urs ground out. He marched off without another word to us, barking orders at his men.

      I slowly turned to Annie, tears in my eyes from a mixture of relief, exhaustion, and mirth. I hugged her tight and whispered in her ear, “You are my hero.”

      She chuckled, shoulders shaking. Suddenly I realized she wasn’t laughing but crying. I hugged her tighter.

      “See.” She gulped. “Old ladies are good for something.”
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      A few hours later we stood in the bakery back home in Bijou Mer. Annie and I, with Iggy in my purse, had been released after we gave simple statements, where we maintained that we’d been used as hostages and had no idea who our captors were, nor did we do a good job of describing them.

      Annie threatened Henrick before we left, and he assured us that neither Urs nor his officers would be harassing us with any more questions or would make us relive the traumatizing events of the day. Apparently the story they’d pieced together was that Horace, disguised as our ship’s captain, had snuck in during the tour with some members of the Badlands Army to rescue his operatives, Nate and Pritney. They still hadn’t accounted for all the missing prisoners.

      We’d arrived home and hugged Maple and Sam and filled them in on everything. But no one could relax until Yann and Wiley showed up. Maple ran into Wiley’s arms and he scooped her up and didn’t let go for quite some time. Apparently they’d docked at an island on the outskirts of the Air Kingdom.

      Pritney and Nate had hijacked another ship and as far as Yann and Wiley knew, they hadn’t been caught yet. The guys had lain low for a while while the police swept the skies, but had eventually hired transport back to Bijou Mer through roundabout, hard to track stops. They’d changed back to the clothes they wore under their uniforms and had spelled their hair back to its usual state. Even Yann’s wiry beard was back. Between the haircuts and the uniforms and the dim light of the prison, I doubted anyone could identify them.

      “I think this calls for champagne.” Maple collapsed onto a stool while Wiley moved to the cold pantry to find the bottles we kept on hand. “I know I wasn’t with you, but I feel like I aged ten years with worry.”

      “Yesss.” Sam nodded. “I shed a skin today.”

      Maple crinkled her nose at me and nodded. “He did.”

      I sniffled and wiped a tear away. It seemed I hadn’t stopped crying since I got back. “I’m just so happy to be here and see you guys again.” I wrapped Maple and Sam into a group hug and pressed my head against theirs. “I love you guys.”

      Wiley returned with the champagne and Annie carried the glasses. We poured one for everyone and I fed Iggy a giant pile of linden branches.

      We lifted our flutes.

      “To staying out of trouble.” Annie grinned.

      “To staying out of trouble,” the rest of us chorused.

      We clinked our glasses together and I’d just finished my first sip of the bubbly stuff when a knock sounded at the door. We all froze and exchanged glances.

      “Come in,” Maple called.

      The door swung open and a royal messenger in the white, blue, and silver livery of the Water Kingdom stood at the door. He kept his face impassive as he made his announcement. “Your presences are requested for an audience with the king.” He lifted his nose. “All of you.”
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      My friends and I stood in a line facing the king, with Iggy, in his lantern, dangling from my hand. My stomach twisted itself into knots.

      The messenger who’d fetched us addressed the king. “The royal bakers, your majesty. As requested.” He bowed deeply, then swept to the perimeter of the room.

      I reached to my right and found Maple’s hand. I gave it a little squeeze. “Maybe, maybe it’s nothing,” I whispered to her.

      She pressed her lips tight together and gave a jerky nod. “Maybe.”

      We’d never been called before the king like this. Maybe it was a coincidence that it was happening the same day we’d staged a prison break? I slid my eyes around the room. Pairs of armed officers with long, golden lances guarded every entrance and more watched us from their stations along the wall.

      Straight ahead, a large gathering watched us from up on a raised stage. The king sat in the center on a giant golden throne, carved to look as though it were made of twisted driftwood. It gave it the effect of being in motion, alive and sharp and writhing. It was unnerving. Queen Edith and all Hank’s brothers and their wives sat beside him, their backs to the giant wall of windows that looked out onto the sea. The orange sunset backlit them and cast their faces in shadow. And behind and slightly to the side of the king, Francis hovered, completely still.

      Before the platform, Inspector Bon stood, a confused crease between his brows, beside a frowning Madeline L’Orange. Her leather messenger bag hung across her shoulders and her scroll and quill hovered beside her head, ready to write.

      I spotted Urs Volker and my stomach flooded with icy fear. He paced back and forth, grumbling to himself. And off to the side of the platform, Amelia and Rhonda stood whispering to each other. I found their presence comforting, even if they were probably still mad at us.

      I’d had time to take all this in, and still no one had spoken. I gulped as the heavy silence dragged on. The only person missing was Hank—his entire family was here, except him. My stomach sank—was he okay? I hadn’t heard from him since this morning. I felt heavy as I remembered how upset he’d been, thinking he’d accidentally killed his mentor Colin—and on his birthday. Where could he be? And why were we here?

      Emmaline pulled her mouth wide in a tentative smile and lifted her fingers at me in a little wave. I plastered on a tight smile and nodded back. I was glad to see that she’d made it out of the prison just fine and didn’t seem too traumatized by it.

      Urs clicked his heels. “Your majesty. Mine prison ees een disorder, zis ees highly inconvenient. May I ask again, vy haf you called me here?”

      King Roch shot Urs a scowl and the officer’s throat bobbed. The king folded his hands and leaned forward. Orange light lit up the right side of his face and highlighted his sharp cheekbones and prominent brow. “While we wait for my son to join us, let’s talk.” His gravelly voice cut through the quiet and hung there.

      My stomach twisted tighter and I let out a shaky breath.

      He splayed his thick, scarred hands wide. They glittered with ruby and sapphire rings. “I’ve invited the rest of you to act as witnesses. I wish to be as fair and aboveboard about this as possible. And I hope you all”—he pointed straight at me—“will show me the same courtesy.”

      “That doesn’t sound good,” Iggy muttered from the lantern.

      “Nope,” I breathed.

      The king’s eyes narrowed. “Imogen. How did you enjoy your prison tour today? Emmaline tells me that despite an unseemly prison break, the ladies in her club thoroughly enjoyed themselves.” His cordial tone put me on edge.

      Emmaline nodded at me. “The duchess invited me to be on the committee. She said it was the most thrilling day of her life.” She bit her lip. “Thanks for the best idea ever.”

      I gulped.

      “Oh.” The king blinked and folded his hands. “So it was your idea, Imogen?”

      I could feel everyone’s gazes slide to me. I nodded.

      “Fascinating. What a loyal friend you are to Emmaline.”

      I gulped again. My legs itched to run out of that room.

      The king shook his head. “To break into a prison just to help your friend’s social standing? Now, that’s a friend for life.”

      I froze. I couldn’t even breathe. He knew.

      Emmaline frowned and gasps sounded down the line. Madeline’s quill scribbled on the scroll that hovered by her head.

      “Or perhaps that was just a happy side effect to helping your compatriots escape?” The king lifted his brows.

      Amelia and Rhonda gaped at us.

      A knock sounded at the door to the right and the guards beside it pulled the doors open. Hank strode in a few steps and my chest tightened. He stopped and looked around, his brows pinched together in confusion. “What’s going on?”

      “Come in, son.” The king lifted his bushy gray brows. “We were just discussing how your little girlfriend broke into Carclaustra today.”

      “Surprise!”

      I hefted Iggy’s lantern up to get a look at him. He shook his little jazz hands. “Not the kind of surprise he was hoping for?”

      “Not at all the time, Iggy,” I hissed.

      I dropped my arm to my side again.

      Hank walked further into the room and stood between his family on the platform, and the line of me and the other bakers. He looked left and right between us. “She went on a tour today—with Emmaline.”

      “You didn’t hear about the breakout?” Emmaline gushed.

      Hank whipped his head towards me. “There was a breakout? Are you all right?” He started toward me, worried.

      “Not so fast.” The king’s voice boomed through the space.

      Hank paused.

      “She’s the one who orchestrated the breakout.” The king sneered and waved his hand at us. “She and all her baker friends.”

      Hank’s thick brows pulled together, but his mouth twitched toward a smile. He looked back and forth between me and his father. “You’re joking. That’s ludicrous.”

      The king shifted in his seat and gripped the gnarled arms of his throne. “Is it? Ask her. Or better yet, ask your vampire. He’s told me everything.”

      My eyes darted to Francis, who hovered behind the king. “Francis?” Was it true? Had he betrayed us?

      Francis didn’t answer, but Rhonda scoffed and folded her arms. She shot her lover a look. “Well. I didn’t see that coming.”

      Hank shook his head. “No. No! I don’t believe it.” He seemed to notice the guards standing around the room and the other spectators. “What is this? What’s going on?”

      Queen Edith leaned over to her husband, her eyes on me. “She seems like a very nice girl to me.” My heart warmed with gratitude.

      King Roch scoffed at her and she clammed up. “She and her little friends conspired with Horace, leader of the Badlands Army and enemy of the kingdoms, to break into Carclaustra and rescue two of their associates. The same ones who tried to kill us at the Summer Solstice.”

      Hank scoffed and shook his head. “Nate and Pritney? Imogen saved us from them, she would never—”

      “Tell him,” the king growled.

      Francis lifted his large nose. “It’s true. I was there when they were planning it. You thought they were setting up a surprise party for you, but it was a prison break.”

      “That’s—” Hank paled and turned to me. “I believe you.”

      Oh, just stab me in the heart already. I opened my mouth but it was hard to find the energy to speak. I just wanted to turn into a puddle or wake up from a bad dream. A nightmare, actually, this was my worst nightmare. “Hank.”

      His eyes widened. “It’s not true.”

      I thought I might be sick. “Horace came to us. He said if we didn’t help him, he’d kill you and everyone we cared about.”

      He clenched his jaw, his eyes wide with horror.

      I stepped toward him, but the guards at the door immediately closed in, their lances pointed at me. I froze. Hank’s eyes darted around at the guards and then back to me.

      The king snorted. “And why would a criminal mastermind choose a bunch of ordinary bakers to carry out such a risky mission, hm? You’re double agents, admit it.”

      I shook my head. “No! No. He was punishing me.” I looked at Hank. “He was punishing me for choosing you.” I looked left toward Sam, Annie, and Yann, then at Maple and Wiley on my right. “He was punishing me for choosing my friends and the man I love over my own brother.”

      Gasps sounded from around the room. I frowned until I realized what I’d said.

      The king leaned forward, slowly, like a snake about to strike. “Do you mean to say that Horace is your brother?”

      I licked my lips. My skin crawled and I shuddered. Being me was pure agony at that moment. “Yes.”

      More gasps. Madeline L’Orange’s quill scribbled like mad.

      The king spun to Francis and hissed, “You didn’t tell me he was her brother.”

      Francis answered flatly. “You didn’t ask.”

      “Yes, I can’t help it, and I didn’t know until recently, but he’s my brother.” I turned to Hank. No point in hiding anything anymore. “He contacted me when we were in the Fire Kingdom. I wanted to get to know him and I knew you were against it, so I didn’t tell you.”

      Hank turned gray and half turned away from me.

      I had to get this out. “You were marrying Shaday and I was pretending to be okay with it, but it was killing me.” Tears welled up in my eyes and trickled down my cheeks. “You don’t know what it was like, not only knowing you were marrying her, but having to watch it, and help with the wedding. I had to bake your wedding cake to someone else.” I let out a shuddering sob, and Maple squeezed my hand tight. “You’re the love of my life and it was killing me.” I shook my head. “I couldn’t be around it anymore and Horace offered me—he offered for me to go with him to the Badlands. And I didn’t know what to say at first, but the day of the wedding I just lost it and I went to join him.”

      Hank looked like I’d just hit him. “You were going to leave? Without telling me? You were going to leave.”

      I shook my head. “I meant to come back. And I didn’t tell anyone, not even Maple. I kept it a secret.”

      “I tried to talk to you.” Hank shook his head, his expression pained. “I knew it must be hard. I tried to talk to you.”

      “I know, but—but I’d never dealt with anything like that before!” I cocked my head as the tears flowed. “I wasn’t honest with you, but I wasn’t being honest with myself either. I just stuffed my feelings down until I snapped.” I sniffed. “I went to the volcano to leave with Horace and that’s when he unleashed Tar.” I shrugged. “I’d thought I could trust him. And I was wrong. And even though it made him hate me, I obviously couldn’t go with him. I raced back and tried to warn everyone.”

      I looked down.

      “I understand that he made you break into Carclaustra and I am so glad you weren’t hurt.”

      I looked up.

      Hank closed his eyes and let out a shuddering breath. He looked at me with so much pain in his expression that I felt like I’d been punched in the gut. “But you kept all that from me since the Fire Kingdom? It’s been weeks and weeks, Imogen.”

      I shook my head and cried. “I’m sorry.”

      Tears streamed down Hank’s cheeks as he stared back at me.

      “Do you see now, son?” King Roch’s gravelly voice jolted me back to the room. For a moment it had felt like Hank and I were the only people on the planet. “She’s trash, vile.”

      “She’s not.” Hank gritted his teeth.

      I hung my head. “I’m sorry, Hank, I should have told you.”

      The king’s heavy breathing grew louder. “She and the others conspired with a known terrorist. They are enemies of the kingdoms who have committed more crimes than I can enumerate. I sentence them to life in Carclaustra.”

      I gasped.

      “Oh no.” Maple sobbed.

      I looked up, my vision blurry with tears. “It’s not their fault. This was all me. If you’re going to sentence someone, make it me.” My chin trembled.

      Hank stepped directly between his father and me. “No.” He shook his head. “They may have made mistakes, but they were trying to protect the people they cared about. They were forced into this by Horace. He’s the one we should go after.”

      “Really?” The king chewed at his lip as he looked off, disdain written all over his face. He turned to his son and gripped the arms of his twisted throne. “Really? You defend her, even though she’s a terrorist and a liar!” He bellowed the last words and stayed glaring at Hank, his chest heaving with his heavy breaths.

      Hank’s big hands balled into fists. A light wind picked up in the room, despite all the windows and doors being closed. The hairs on my arms rose as if the air were crackling with electricity. “She’s not a terrorist. Neither she nor the others deserve this.”

      Guilt stabbed at my stomach. I didn’t deserve him sticking by me. And it pained me that he didn’t deny that I was a liar. I hadn’t meant for things to get this bad.

      “Arrest them.” The king nodded and his soldiers closed in, their lances pointed at me and my friends.

      Hank backed up to stand closer to us and the wind whipped harder. The fires burning in the wall sconces flickered. “You’re not taking them.”

      The king slammed a fist into his throne, and the queen jumped. He bellowed at the top of his lungs. “Move aside, you fool!”

      “I won’t!” Hank yelled back. The wind formed a tornado around us and knocked the soldiers to their backs, but left us safe in the calm center with Hank.

      “You will!” King Roch screamed, frothy spit flying from his mouth. He rose to his feet. “You will step aside and choose loyalty to your king, or I will disown you.”

      The queen covered her mouth and Cas rose from his seat beside Emmaline. He looked between his father and his brother.

      The king’s lips curled back and his eyes blazed. “I will throw you out on the streets. You will have no home, no family, no money, and no magic. You will have nothing—including that wench!” He snarled at me. “Because she clearly doesn’t love you—it was all a ruse to gain access to the palace!”

      “I love you!” I shouted over the wind and Hank’s screaming father. “You know I do!”

      The lights flickered and the wind whipped harder as Hank’s shoulders rose to his ears. I feared the roof was about to blow off. “Fine!” His shoulders heaved. “Fine.” The wind settled and the flames along the wall grew steady again. Hank glanced back at me, sorrow in his eyes, and then turned to face his father. He hung his head, defeated. “I choose Imogen. Disown me. Take my powers.”

      “No,” his mother shrieked.

      Hank lifted his head and nodded at his father. “I understand the consequences.” He nodded again. “Do it.”

      The king’s chest heaved, his eyes blazed, and he bared his teeth. His bright red face turned crimson. But still he didn’t disown his son. I frowned, not quite understanding. I’d have thought he was having a change of heart, but the king’s expression didn’t soften at all—he looked like he legitimately wanted to murder his son.

      Two guards in gold armor and helmets with face plates stepped forward from the corner of the room by the wall of windows behind the king. Well, the tall one stepped forward and the other stumbled. The tall one pulled his helmet off and then yanked the helmet off the other man, to reveal Horace and the old man, Gunter Braun, whom he’d taken from the prison.

      A collective gasp went up around the room. The soldiers with lances charged, while others fired spells from across the room. Hank’s brothers and wives cried out and scrambled away.

      Horace deflected all the spells and pulled from every single soldier in the room, knocking them all to the floor, unconscious—I hoped. The princesses screamed, Hank’s mother fainted, and Madeline grinned, her quill scribbling like mad.
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      Horace dipped his head to the king, even as he kept Gunter on his feet by gripping the neck of the old man’s armor. “Apologies for the interruption.” He lifted his palm. “Please continue. You were just about to banish your son.”

      The king stayed on his feet. He darted his burning gaze towards his fallen soldiers, then glowered at Horace. “I will have you skewered alive!”

      Horace nodded. “Plenty of time for skewering. I’ll wait.” He blinked and slid his lazy gaze toward Hank, then to me behind him. He winked.

      I glared at him. What was he doing here? And how dare he act like he hadn’t betrayed me and all my friends, just when I’d made the mistake of starting to trust him again.

      Still the king didn’t act.

      “Hm.” Horace pressed his lips together as the old man beside him trembled. “Any guess as to why our furious king hasn’t disowned his son yet? A soft heart? I think not.”

      The king rounded on Hank. “This is who you’re aligning yourself with? You disgust me.”

      While the king’s back was turned, Horace magicked a scroll into his hand and whisked it to Francis. The vampire flashed his eyes at my brother, then swooped to the windows and read it by the light of the setting sun.

      Horace sniffed. “I doubt dear Hank’s feelings toward me have softened, but I must admit I’m impressed.” He looked at Hank. “Shocked, really, and I’m never shocked.”

      Hank slightly shook his head.

      “That you chose Imogen over your father. Didn’t think you had it in you.” He rolled his eyes. “Of course, that puts me in the uncomfortable position of having to acknowledge my little sister was right, again.”

      Where was he going with this? A tiny little spark of hope began to burn in my core.

      “In fact…” Horace examined his fingernails. “I’d be happy to offer Hank a place in the Badlands Army once he’s disowned.” His eyes darted to Francis, who caught the look. The vampire’s dark eyes blazed.

      I frowned. What was going on?

      Francis drifted forward till he hovered right behind the king’s throne, and tucked the scroll in his jacket. “If your son joined them, that’d be three swallows, united.”

      Horace clapped his hands together and let out a whoop. “We’d be unstoppable.”

      A muscle in the king’s jaw jumped.

      Francis leaned closer. “Assign me to him, so that I may stop him… in case.”

      The king’s eyes slid to Hank. They burned with such intensity it was difficult to watch. He gave a jerky nod. “Yes.”

      “We’re going to wreak such havoc!” Horace cackled. When had Horace ever cackled? He looked unhinged. Then again, he probably was.

      The king growled.

      Francis’s eyes widened. “So I’m bound to Hank?”

      “Yes!” the king barked. “And take him down if he tries anything.”

      Hank stumbled back a few steps as though his father’s words had cut him. “Father.” He shook his head. “Francis?”

      I caught Francis wink at Hank and gasped. My head hurt.

      “What do you want?” King Roch snarled at Horace.

      My brother walked himself and Gunter to the middle of the platform to face the king directly. “I have a few things to say. I think I’ll start at the beginning.” He nodded to himself and adopted a dramatic tone, as though he were telling a fairy tale. “One snowy night in the dead of winter, some amphibious sea monsters, fleeing human trawlers, ravaged the mermaid kingdom and from there thrashed their way to Bijou Mer. The creatures clawed their way out of the sea and through the canals of the city. To save his people, a young King Roch had the ingenious idea to enlarge a portal mirror and lure the monsters through.” He blinked at the king. “Quite clever really.”

      The king glared back.

      “The only problem was that the portal mirror led directly to the home of a humble, though incredibly talented, portal mirror maker. The pathway had been intended as a way to ship future mirrors the king had commissioned.”

      My stomach sank. “No.”

      “Oh, yes.” Horace nodded. “The king, knowing that he was trading his people’s safety for the misery of others, sent the monsters straight through to the house where I lived with my baby sister, Imogen, and my father and mother, the mirror maker.”

      Hank whirled around. “Imogen.” His wide eyes searched my face.

      I had nothing left at this point. Tears poured down my face as I looked at the king. “How could you?”

      He sat back down in his throne and ignored me. The king, Hank’s father, had killed my parents and ruined my brother’s life.

      “The monsters tore through our town and killed nearly everyone. I hid my sister as best I could, and she was saved by a kindly old woman. I, on the other hand, was captured by a gang and forced to become a child soldier.” His eyes glazed. “The things I saw and did would send nightmares crawling through your skull.” He sniffed. “Anyway, while Imogen and I were surviving, the king, far from realizing the error of what he’d done, considered what an effective strategy this would be against other kingdoms.

      “At this point, let us remember, while not openly at war, the kingdoms were far from aligned and the spaces between were wastelands of lawlessness. So the king sent the monsters through mirrors—again and again. He began searching for monsters to set on other kingdoms. And the other kingdoms caught on, and did the same. And soon all four kingdoms, but especially Water and Earth, were warring with each other with weaponized monsters.”

      “Why doesn’t anyone know about this?” Madeline L’Orange’s quill continued to fly as it took notes.

      “Great question from the journalist.” Horace lifted a finger. “Everywhere the monsters were sent, 99 percent of the inhabitants were killed, leaving very few people who could testify to what they’d seen. And remember, monsters roamed freely at that time, so who was to say they didn’t just wander into town on their own? But the warring grew out of control until the treaty was struck and ended it. The monsters were banished by common agreement to the Badlands and the portal mirrors outlawed. And of course the survivors were systematically silenced. After all, we couldn’t have the people at large realize just how deeply their governments had betrayed them and used them as fodder, could we? Not if we wanted to rebuild stronger and more unified after the great treaty.”

      I shook my head at the scope of the thing. It made sense, what he was saying. Junie had been right to keep herself and the other survivors secret—she’d suspected that there was a government conspiracy.

      “Do you have proof?” Madeline’s hungry eyes watched Horace. She was onto the story of a lifetime.

      “Of course he doesn’t,” Queen Edith scoffed. “This is all nonsense!”

      Horace cast a heavy-lidded look at Madeline. “I’ve spent years traveling the kingdoms and collecting testimonies from survivors. I’ve got hundreds of them.”

      A slow grin spread across her lips. “You have?”

      He lowered his chin. “And I’ve already sent copies to all the major news outlets.”

      Her face fell and her quill lowered. “You have?”

      He winked. “Don’t worry—I’ll give you exclusive content in just a moment.”

      She brightened. Glad someone was enjoying themselves.

      Horace clicked his tongue. “Where was I? Right. So the treaty banished the monsters to the Badlands. The location was forgotten and erased from all maps and the portal mirrors were all destroyed so that never again could the kingdoms use monsters to hurt one another.” He tilted his head. “The treaty even made teaching the craft of making portal mirrors illegal. Good thing my mom taught me so much before she was murdered.”

      A sharp pain jolted in my stomach. Somehow this made my parents’ death more real—and more infuriating. It hadn’t been some terrible accident, a random monster attack. It had been intentional, heartless. The decision of one corrupt man.

      Horace held up a finger. “I need to backtrack. The night our village was attacked, a monster mortally injured me. A young boy and a baby”—he nodded at me—“without shelter, in the middle of a snowy night—we’d have been dead from exposure, even if I’d survived two shattered legs.”

      I winced, full of sorrow for the little boy who’d been my proud big brother.

      “We’re only here today because of one of the ‘monsters.’ A kind and gentle creature, the swallow, healed us. That was its power, and it changed us forever by changing the nature of our power. Most magic folk generate their own magic and act it on the world. A swallow pulls from an outside source and funnels it through themselves. A swallow can even pour magic into another to heal or change them.” He sneered, his eyes hard. “Care to know what happened to that pure, innocent thing?”

      I bit my lip as tears welled in my eyes. I had a feeling I did not. Maple squeezed my hand tight.

      Horace continued. “After the treaty, when the monsters, including the swallow, had been sent to the Badlands, the king’s youngest son, a small boy of only two years old, grew very ill.”

      I froze. Hank.

      “He’d been born sickly and his condition had worsened. Despite all the best resources of a kingdom, no doctor or healer could do anything for him. The king and his wife were beyond distraught. For all the king’s faults, he did have a fondness for his children.”

      Hank hung his head. “I was that ill? I never knew.”

      Horace hauled Gunter up when the old man sagged halfway to the floor. “The king had nearly lost all hope, when he heard a rumor from a certain mercenary he did business with now and then of a child soldier who’d been healed by a monster.” Horace pointed at himself. “So the king decided to search the Badlands for this creature to heal his son, Harry.”

      “How?” Inspector Bon looked as surprised as everyone else that he’d spoken. He cleared his throat. “I just meant—all the mirrors have been destroyed.”

      “Have they?” Horace lifted his palm and a compact mirror like the one I’d snuck into Carclaustra appeared in his hand. He enlarged it until it stood taller than him and wider. A green light swirled where the reflection should have been. Madeline gaped, Amelia pressed her hand to her chest, and Inspector Bon spluttered.

      “That-that’s highly illegal.”

      Horace nodded. “Yes. This is one I’ve made recently, but the king kept quite a few of these and used one to go to the Badlands, treaty be damned.”

      The king’s face reddened, but still he didn’t speak.

      The inspector scoffed. “Preposterous.” But his brow remained furrowed and his expression full of doubt.

      Urs glared at the king.

      “The king’s men searched and searched—it took a quite a long time and more than a few lives, but on an island full of monsters, they finally found the kind and meek swallow.”

      My stomach clenched and something slipped into place in my mind. “Colin!”

      Horace grinned as everyone turned to face me. I gulped and looked at Hank. “He pardoned Colin, a deathly ill prisoner, to test the swallow’s powers on. The timeline matches up. He wouldn’t want to risk your life on a rumor, so he found a prisoner with no chance of living and pardoned him. A guinea pig.”

      Horace grinned widely, a manic glint in his eyes. “Correct. The kindly swallow had a sense for a person’s character, I think, and it liked Colin, so it healed him. When the king saw Colin go from being in death’s grip to standing tall and healthy, he was astounded. He pushed his son on the creature next, and it healed the innocent babe.” Horace tilted his head at Hank. “But then the king grew greedy. He wanted those immense powers, that virile health and youth. King Roch demanded the swallow ‘heal’ him as well, and when the sweet creature declined, knowing the darkness that lurked in the king’s heart and fearing what he’d do with such limitless power, the king ordered his men to slaughter it. And they did. They killed the swallow—the only swallow.”

      I recoiled and raised a trembling hand to my mouth. Somehow it struck me as so much sadder to hurt such an innocent being. Wiley hugged Maple to his side.

      “Dad,” Cas, still on his feet, breathed out.

      The king slammed his fist into his throne. “It was a dumb animal, you sentimental fools.”

      The queen edged away from him. “You told me it had attacked.”

      “It was a monster!” he bellowed.

      There was no doubt in my mind who the real monster was. With his face red and contorted, his breathing heavy and his fingers curled around his twisted throne like claws, he even looked the part.

      “And in case his own admission wasn’t enough”—Horace gave Gunter a little jostle—“I heard the story from a man who heard it from the king himself.”

      The queen nodded. “I was there. As soon as little Harry was healed, Roch sent me back through the portal and I had no reason to disobey—I wanted to get back to the palace with my baby.” She shook her head. “You truly killed it?”

      The king shot her a violent look and she shrank back.

      “The only three living swallows are here in this room.” Horace looked at me, then Hank. “And we are the last three that will ever be. The king left young Colin Row there, along with the soldiers he’d brought, on an island of monsters to die, and returned to Bijou Mer. Couldn’t have any witnesses testifying to the treaty rules he’d broken.”

      “You didn’t,” Hank breathed.

      “Oh, he did.” Horace nodded. “But lucky for him, Colin was resourceful and had a little help, and he managed to survive. Which was lucky because, as dear Hank grew older and began to develop his powers, the king viewed his son and his limitless power as something of a threat. Here was a boy whose powers were not only out of his own control, but out of his father’s, as well. King Roch likes control. He’s got a vampire who must do his bidding, and sons whose powers depend on his approval. He could disown them if they crossed him. But little Hank—he seemed different.”

      My brother turned to Hank and dropped his overly light, dramatic tone. “That’s why he hates you, Prince. He can’t control you.”

      Horace turned back to the room at large. “Hank couldn’t even control himself. They needed help. Nothing they tried worked, until the king and queen thought maybe another swallow could help. Out of desperation, the king sent a team back to the Badlands, now five or so years later, and they looked for Colin. He’d managed to survive and they found him and brought him back with the promise of freedom and a life in the kingdoms if he tutored the king’s son. Colin accepted and proved to be a good mentor. He got Hank under control. It worked for quite a few years, but as Hank began to develop into a young man, the king grew threatened again. It wasn’t enough for Hank to have mastered his own powers—the king wanted a guarantee that his son couldn’t turn against him.”

      I gasped. “The lab.”

      Horace nodded. “Very good.”

      I looked at Hank. “He formed that lab in the Air Kingdom to secretly develop something that could control you.”

      Hank paled. “Swallow’s mew.”

      Horace gave the old man in glasses a little shake. “Care to jump in, Gunter?”

      The king stiffened and I suddenly realized why the man looked familiar. I’d seen him before as a younger man in that photograph of the lab.

      “Gunter Braun?” Madeline’s eyes widened. “The famous scientist who went missing twenty years ago?”

      Horace grinned. “Not missing. Tell them what you’ve been up to, Gunter.”

      The old man trembled. I had to crane forward to catch his faint words. “I vas head scientist of za lab. A young man, at za height of mine career. I took za position with za understandink of complete confidentiality, at za expense off prestigious awards and a tenured position at za academy, because off mine thirst for knowledge. Such a thing as a swallow I had never encountered.” He shook his nearly hairless head; age spots speckled his skin. “I liked zat young man, Colin. He volunteered, seemed excited ven I taught heem sings. He vas patient, even zo vee needed him een za lab quite often for testing.”

      “That’s why he went with you to the Air Kingdom,” Hank murmured, his eyes on his father.

      The king sneered.

      The old man turned his sad, cataracted eyes toward Hank. “Vee developed a prototype.”

      “The black box.”

      Gunter raised his bushy white brows at Hank, surprised. “You know eet? Yes.” His face darkened as he looked to the king. “I told heem not to do eet. But he didn’t listen. He brought hees guarts and zer veapons. He made Colin get into za box and closed za lid. He screamed. And ven he stoppet, zey lifted za lid, and he vas dead.”

      I gasped and covered my mouth.

      The old man trembled violently. “Za kink saw zat eet vorked, za box deed vat he intended. I swear I never knew zat vas vat hee planned to use eet for. And zen he ordered hees men to kill za whole staff. Zey cut zem down, my colleagues and friends, right een front off me.” Tears poured down the old man’s face. “But he left me. Za kink said zat een case zey needed me een za future, eef hees son got out off hand, zey vanted me alife.” He shuddered. “Zey srew me een Carclaustra. No vone listened to my pleas, I had no trial.” He sobbed. “Thees young man tells me eet has been twenty years. Twenty years.” He buried his face in his speckled hands and cried.

      Horace winked at Urs. “Only took a hefty payout to your ol’ boss Bernhardt to get a man locked up for life.” My brother grinned, his eyes hard. “And he’s far from the only one.”

      Urs paled.

      Horace nodded. “So King Roch killed everyone but you to keep the knowledge of his son’s powers secret and to hide the truth of what he’d done to ol’ Colin Row.” Horace blinked at the king. “Did I forget anything?”

      Cas opened his arms wide. “This is outrageous! You can’t tell these lies about the king.” His wild eyes darted around the room and then settled on Roch. “Dad. Tell everyone they’re lying.” His chest heaved and his face slackened. “Dad?”

      The king settled back in his throne and stroked his beard. His lips curled back as he looked up and off, his eyes hard. “You small little people.”

      The big room grew quiet as I strained to hear his soft words. A few of the soldiers Horace had cut down began to stir.

      “Small minds think small thoughts, and you’re all paltry little grains of sand. Nothing.” He slammed his fist into his throne and I jumped. “I’m KING!” He spat as he shouted, his saliva lit up red by the last rays of the setting sun. “You are nothing to judge me, any of you! I’m king! It’s my prerogative to send monsters through to another town—fewer lives lost to save many more, right here, in my city!” He jabbed his finger at the ground.

      “But you kept doing it,” Hank ground out. “Over and over again, not as a split-second decision in defense of your people, but as attacks against innocents.”

      The king leapt to his feet. “I wasn’t the only one.” He pulled on his beard. “They all did it, all the kingdoms. I was just the first and the cleverest. You have no idea what it’s like to lead a nation, to be on top. Every single person on this planet, hell, even the animals, are clawing and scraping their way up, anything to avoid being dragged down into the muck. To stay on top you have to have the sharpest claws and the strongest bite.” He balled his fists at his sides.

      “You killed Imogen and Horace’s parents.” Hank trembled. “You killed an entire lab of thinkers and threw this man into prison.” He gulped. “You killed Colin, my only friend.”

      The king scoffed. “Colin would have died years before had I not rescued him from that jail and taken him to the swallow. He owed me all those years he got, and his was my life to take away when I deemed it necessary. He died for science.”

      “You’re admitting eet.” Urs turned gray.

      Gunter Braun shook a finger. “He needn’t haf died. None of za ozers, neizer.”

      “They needed to die, because I said they needed to die!” The king’s face glowed red with his own anger and the light of the setting sun.

      I shrank back. His wild eyes showed nothing but madness.

      “When you are a king, you are put in charge of the lives of your people. You ingrates want all the privileges—keep us safe, build our city, provide us food and jobs. Bah!” he spat. “It goes both ways. I give and I take! And if I decide you need to die or spend your life rotting in Carclaustra, that’s what you do. You obey your king!” He thumped his chest. “And I am KING!”

      Hank shook his head. “That’s not a king. You’re a tyrant.”

      The king sneered at Hank, an ugly look. “You are nothing!”

      “Then make him nothing,” Horace goaded.

      Hank lifted his chin.

      The king snarled. “Bow to me.”

      Hank squared his shoulders. “Never.”

      “Bow!”

      “Make him bow!” Horace spat.

      Whose side was he on?

      The king’s lip curled and maniacal light shone in his eyes. As the last rays of the sun dipped below the horizon the king drew out his wand and leveled it at Hank. “By my blood and bones.”

      “No!” I screamed.

      “I disown you!” A flash of light emitted from the king’s wand and a rush of wind swept through the room.
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      Hank dropped to his knees, his shoulders heaving. I ignored any consequences and rushed forward, leaping over the bodies of unconscious soldiers. I dropped beside Hank and wrapped an arm around him. His shoulders shook.

      “Are you okay?”

      He nodded, though he didn’t look up.

      I lifted my chin and bared my teeth at the king. “You’re a bully and a murderer! How could you do this to your own son? And I—” I frowned as I glimpsed Francis grinning from ear to ear behind the king. “Why are you smiling like that?”

      He chuckled and the king and everyone else turned to look at the vampire. His shoulders shook and he pinched the bridge of his pale nose.

      Rhonda clicked her tongue. “Baby, you okay? You seem to be having a maniacal laughter breakdown at a real weird moment.”

      Horace snickered, then broke into a full belly laugh.

      “What in the wide waves is happening?” Iggy muttered.

      My brother wiped a tear from under his deep-set eyes and let out a long breath. “I suspect, Hank, you will find that you still have your powers.”

      Gasps sounded around the room.

      “Hank, do you?”

      He straightened and looked at me, then at his hands. He turned his palms up and two twin balls of light formed in them. He jerked his head up, his eyes round with shock. “What is—how is this possible? He disowned me—I felt it.”

      “Yes, he did. Father of the year.” Horace dipped his chin while the king paled and recoiled. “But way back when, the swallow gave you a different source of power than your bloodline. So while you’ve lost the magic that runs through your veins due to genetics, you still have the powers the swallow gave you, which are the only ones you’ve ever known.”

      “You mean…?” Hank blinked.

      “That’s right.” Horace grinned, his pale eyes full of light. “Ever since the swallow healed you, you’ve been free of your father’s control. I think he suspected as much, which is why he’s always feared and hated you. And why he hesitated to officially banish you before this moment—I think he knew it would only confirm that he had no control over you.”

      “And now,” Francis grinned, his fangs glinting in the torchlight, “I too am free.”

      The king jumped and whirled in his seat. “What are you saying?” he growled.

      Francis floated up and over the heads of the seated royalty and landed in front of the king. “I’ve been bound to your family’s line in the same way as your children ever since your grandfather’s time. A slave to your every whim.”

      The king snarled.

      “For over a hundred years I’ve searched for the exact spell your grandfather used to bind me—the devil is in the details, as they say.”

      I lifted my brows. Guess that was one saying that crossed over.

      Francis narrowed his black eyes. “I couldn’t figure a way out of it unless I knew the way in. Turns out, the spell forbade me from finding it, which is why I never did. But over the years you’ve ordered me to kill and to hide your messes and dirty deeds. I got around your orders with technicalities. If you told me to make sure no one ever learned of something, I didn’t destroy the evidence—I hid it.”

      He rotated to me and Hank, his toes dangling just above the mosaic tiled floor. “You two found my hidey hole, as Sam would say, the other day.”

      I gasped. “That was you who came in?”

      He nodded. “I felt it, in the magic that binds me. I’d broken a pact; someone had seen all these things that no one was ever supposed to see. So I had to scare you two out of there.”

      Francis swiveled to Horace. “I have evidence to contribute to your case against the king.” He turned and nodded at Madeline as well, who grinned. She’d pulled out her own pad of paper and quill and wrote alongside the magical one that scribbled next to her head. Lots of good stuff to get down, apparently.

      “So that’s how Colin ended up in the attic?” Hank asked.

      Francis nodded. “The spell forbade me from telling any of you any secrets. But still… I am sorry.” He sighed. “And it forced me to tell the king all your secrets… if he asked. I did my best to stay out of your prison plot, but Horace—”

      “I made him a deal. The spell for his involvement. I wanted him to tell the king. I wanted you all to get caught. I wanted this, all of it.” Horace sighed. “I needed it. The truth has been a long time coming.”

      “How are you free now?” I tilted my head at Francis.

      “Ah, right.” Francis grinned. “When Horace entered, he gave me the spell and I read it, quickly—vampires are fast.”

      “Very.” Rhonda winked and bit her lip.

      I frowned. “And that’s a good thing? You know, I don’t want to know.” I waved it off.

      “And I found a technicality. I got the king to bind me to Hank, and was cut off from the bloodline when Hank was.”

      I grinned. “That’s why you two were egging him on.”

      Francis showed off his canines and Horace gave me a slight nod.

      My brother turned to the king. “I think that about wraps up what I came here to say. Your actions have shown you time and time again to flaunt the law, kill at will, and generally act in a despicable manner. Ready to turn yourself in?”

      The king’s face reddened and he gripped the arms of his throne.

      “Not quite ready?” Iggy snarked.

      “I do not flaunt the law.” The king shoved to his feet. “I am the law!” He pounded the throne. “Now!”

      Every entrance burst open and armed guards in golden armor flooded the room. More than we could possibly take on, even with Francis and Horace. The princesses screamed and Queen Edith fainted… again. The king swept his hand at Francis, Horace, Gunter, Hank, and all of us bakers. “Kill them!”

      My heart stopped.

      Wiley yanked Maple to the ground and Yann tackled Annie and Sam. Lances flew over their heads.

      “Imogen!” Horace barked it out.

      I looked up in time to see a lance flying straight at my chest. I froze, a deer in the headlights. Hank tackled me from the side. As I landed, my temple slammed against the cool stone floor. Hank fell on top of me and cried out. In the blink of an eye Francis’s pale face hovered above me.

      “Stand,” he commanded.

      Francis pulled Hank off me and I gasped as I noted the lance embedded in his ribs, blood soaking his shirt around the wound. His head lolled against his chest.

      “Hank!” I shrieked. The world tilted as dizziness overtook me. Horace appeared at my side and slid his arm under mine. I turned my blurry gaze toward him.

      “Hang in there, sister.”

      I reached out. “Iggy.”

      “You really want that thing?” Horace frowned.

      “I’m not a thing!” Iggy bellowed from his lantern on the floor.

      I blinked and the world came back into focus. Horace scooped up Iggy and dragged me towards the portal mirror. Francis stepped through with Hank in his arms and Rhonda riding him piggy back. I looked back. My friends dashed toward us. A guard fired a spell that headed straight toward Sam, but I reached a hand out and blasted it away.

      I heard Urs’s deep voice. “Schtop zis! Call off za guarts!”

      Even Cas, always a daddy’s boy, was shouting at his father. “Dad, this is madness! Hank’s been hit! You need to stop!”

      But the attack didn’t stop. I blasted a lance away from Maple right before Horace dragged me and Iggy through the mirror. It felt like I’d stepped through a cool shower of water.

      And suddenly it was pitch black, except for the light from Iggy and the green cast of the swirling portal mirror.

      “Where are we?” Rhonda looked around and lit her wand as Francis gently laid Hank down.

      I left Horace to kneel by Hank’s side.

      “You may want to look away.” Francis didn’t wait before he yanked the lance from Hank’s side. Blood spurted from the wound and I caught sight of something white. Francis pressed his hands to the wound.

      My stomach lurched and I turned away, afraid I might be sick.

      “Was that a rib?” Iggy muttered. He spewed a vomit of ash.

      I covered my mouth and turned back to Hank. It was hard to tell in the dim light but he looked pale—Francis-level pale.

      Screams made me look up. Maple, Sam, and Yann vaulted through the mirror, followed immediately by Wiley and Annie. Wiley spun and kicked the mirror over as a lance slid through behind him. The mirror fell over and shattered, cutting the lance in half.

      “Did everyone make it?” Wiley looked around.

      I glanced left and right.

      Sam sniffed. “We left Amelia behind.”

      Francis looked up from tending to Hank. He ripped his tuxedo jacket into strips and wound it around Hank’s middle. His head rolled and his eyes fluttered.

      I moved closer. “Can I help?”

      Horace glanced at Sam. “Your friend will be fine. It’s all out now. I sent the newspapers all the testimonies, including Gunter’s. And the Bear and Prince Caspian at least seem willing to stand up to the king.”

      A strange hoot sounded nearby. Maple jumped. “Where are we?”

      Annie, Wiley, and Yann lit their wands, giving us more light.

      Horace grinned and in the light, his deep-set eyes receded into shadow. “Welcome to the Badlands.”

      “Oh goddess,” Annie murmured.

      As my eyes adjusted to the light, I took in our surroundings. The cool, moist air sent goose bumps prickling up my arms. A dense canopy of green arched overhead, and Hank lay cradled in the twisted roots of a massive tree. I shifted closer to him, grateful for his sake that the ground was soft and mossy. Strange animal hoots and calls sounded around us. Were those the noises of monsters?

      Horace walked over, his footsteps quiet on the soft ground. I glanced up, then looked back at Hank. I felt I was watching the life drain out of him and my chin trembled.

      Horace knelt beside me as Francis worked to slow the flow of blood.

      “He dove in front of that lance. It would’ve hit me.” Tears poured down my face.

      “I know, sister.” Horace blinked. “Which is why I owe him this much.”

      Horace shifted and reached for Hank. Francis looked up and hissed, his needlelike fangs exposed. I lurched back, shocked.

      “Just showing everyone your O face, huh?” Rhonda crossed her arms. “I thought that was private.”

      Everyone groaned, including me.

      Francis’s face relaxed. “Apologies.” His voice came out as flat and airy as ever. “I suppose I’m a bit on edge. But if you hurt him, you die.”

      I blinked. I guess. Then again….

      I rounded on my brother. “If you hurt him, you die.”

      The vampire straightened and floated out of the way to let Horace in. Hank twitched, a cold sweat on his forehead. I wiped it away with my palm and kissed his hairline. “Please be okay.”

      Horace held his hands over Hank’s wound. “You know how I keep telling you you’re capable of more than you know?”

      I nodded, uncertain. “Yeah….”

      “Well, not all the things you should know are spells of mass destruction.” He closed his eyes and his hands glowed, subtly at first, then brighter and brighter. Hank’s side glowed as well. The blood stopped seeping through Francis’s makeshift bandages and I gasped. I hardly dared to hope but—could Horace heal him?

      Horace blew out a long breath and the glow faded, leaving us again in the dark.

      “Is he okay now?”

      My brother gave a lazy blink. “He won’t die. At least from this. The forest is teeming with monsters, so I can’t make any promises.”

      I gently tugged the makeshift bandages down as the others gathered around Hank and gave me light. Tears welled in my eyes as I took in what lay beneath. The six-inch gash had sealed and was now pink and clean of blood. Though the skin around the cut was black and purple with bruising, it was clear that this was no longer a mortal wound.

      I leapt to my feet and threw my arms around Horace. “Thank you, brother.”

      He stiffened and kept his arms at his sides, but didn’t fight me off at least. He was going to get hugged and well—he probably wasn’t going to like it, but it was happening. I grinned as he reached up and patted my shoulder a couple of times.

      “All right. Enough.”

      I let him go, though I couldn’t hold in the huge grin that spread across my face. “You know, you never stop surprising me. Every time I think, nope, there’s no way he could redeem himself after leaving me to die on a volcano or inside a prison, you come through somehow.” I grinned. “You saved Hank. I—thank you. A thousand times, thank you.” I opened my arms wide and came in for another hug, but he held his hand up and stopped me. Well, fine then.

      “Do you hear that?”

      We all froze and listened. The hoots and small rustles in the trees overhead had ceased. It was quiet. Too quiet. My eyes widened and my heartbeat picked up.

      A large fern behind Yann rustled, then another on the opposite side of our group behind Wiley. My head whipped one way, then the other.

      A smile tugged at the corners of Horace’s full mouth, his hooded eyes cast in shadows. “That’s my cue. Good luck.”

      In a blink, my brother disappeared.

      Maple cried out and Wiley jumped. “How did he—”

      Sam pointed to the forest floor. “Sssnake.”

      A black snake with thin blue stripes slithered away from the spot where Horace had just stood, into the mossy underbrush.

      I scoffed. “Is he serious? Did I not just say, every time?” I turned to face my friends and Hank, whose brow was now smooth and dry, though he continued to sleep.

      Yann shook his head and Annie snorted. “He’s a piece of bread, that one.”

      “Yeah.” I planted a hand on my hip. “And what did he mean by—”

      The ferns and bushes all around us rustled and dark shadows jumped out. My heart froze. White eyes and wand tips glowed all around us, like twinkling stars set among the greenery.

      “Hands up,” a low voice commanded.

      My eyes darted up. Whoever they were, they even hung from the branches overhead, their wands all pointed at us. We were vastly outnumbered.

      I gulped and lifted my palms along with my friends. I let out a shaky breath and belatedly finished my sentence. “—good luck.”
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