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prologue


THE BARGAIN


Love played with the key around his neck as he strolled through Grimbaud. Ran his thumb along the rough ridges. Felt the teeth against his skin. He was home. The streets were filled with high school students exploring with their parents, gathering school supplies and charms for the new school year. Love tried to be gentle with them as he passed—a touch on the shoulder, a breath on the back of the neck—and they never saw him.


“Turn around again,” he whispered in a senior girl’s ear. “That boy with the glasses. You should say hello.”


The senior girl rubbed her ear, frowning, and noticed the boy.


Love laughed like a toddler, bright and happy. He didn’t need to look back to know the teens were talking; tendrils of attraction curled around them like vines. But for every new romance blooming, another withered. Love sighed when he saw a couple bickering over a bruised plum at the fruit stand. The poor stand owner tried to show them other plums, but the argument went far beyond that. Love knew a breakup was coming. For once, he didn’t have the stomach to stick around and hear it.


His town was lovely but lost, off-kilter without Zita’s love fortunes to anchor it. Sure, the townspeople would listen to him, even if they didn’t know it, but he hadn’t the time to repair Grimbaud cobblestone by cobblestone. Not when the rest of the world grabbed at his ankles, always tugging him this way and that. He couldn’t stay long. But he also couldn’t abandon the town, not after Zita.


At first, Grimbaud had seemed to benefit from the bargain he’d struck with her; he shared his power with her and Zita used it to craft love fortunes that revealed each person’s romantic future with 100 percent accuracy. But as time passed, Zita had abused that power and twisted the fortunes for her own gain, ruining lives and loves in the process. It was only thanks to a few brave teenagers that Love finally took back the town and set it to rights.


Not to rights, exactly, Love thought, not yet, as he saw the town council gathered around the flyer they’d just taped to a lamppost. He slipped behind a café, shifting his form until he looked like Mrs. Visser, the missing council member. Love patted her perfect blond perm and walked over.


“There you are,” said one of the council members. “The new flyers are up. Verbeke Square is an odd choice for the competition venue, what with Zita’s shop gone.”


“That’s precisely why I pushed for it,” Love said. Thankfully, Mrs. Visser had suffered from chronic stomach cramps all summer, allowing Love to take her place and encourage critical decisions. “Grimbaud needs a new beginning. Sometimes, in order to do that you must build upon the past.”


Sensing the real Mrs. Visser on her way to the council, Love excused herself and took his previous form again.


Grimbaud was recovering, on the way to becoming Love’s town once more, but attracting love charm-makers back after Zita’s monopoly had been harder than he thought. The love charm-makers who had set up shop over the summer worried him and made Love think more and more about Hijiri Kitamura.


Hijiri’s talent in love charm-making was exceptional for a girl her age. Yet when Love had offered her Zita’s position, Hijiri refused. Maybe he had been too hasty with his offer, but he had felt her potential as fireworks under his skin. She still needed to grow. Her heart was cold, despite her love charms, and Love was determined to show her what she was truly capable of.


“Almost time,” Love said, checking his watch. He changed direction, crossing clogged streets as he made his way to the Student Housing Complex, a boardinghouse for nonlocal high schoolers to live in while attending Grimbaud High.


He had taken the form of a man with a hard jaw and a clear gaze, someone trustworthy. He needed Hijiri to trust him.


He’d made a new bargain on behalf of Hijiri. This time, he had the upper hand. No mistakes. No bending and twisting his rules.


Love’s stomach rumbled. One quick detour first. He needed a chocolate-drizzled waffle.




 


Chapter 1


PARTY


Hijiri Kitamura suspected that her heart had a limited capacity for love. A small amount. Her friends took up enough room already. There just wasn’t room for a boyfriend. She spent the summer trying to measure it, to put math to her frustration, but no ruler or calculator in the world helped.


“Put the ruler in your suitcase,” her mother said, “before you end up poking someone with it.”


“Never mind the ruler,” Mr. Kitamura said, grimacing at his watch. “Hurry to the platform. You can’t be late.”


You can’t be late either, she thought, reluctantly shoving the ruler in the suitcase’s front pocket. The train whistle blew. Lejeune’s train station had been built outside the city limits, where the tracks ran uninterrupted by the city’s numerous lakes and skyscrapers.


The Kitamuras worked for the same insurance company, though in different departments. On the drive over, her parents had complained about the meetings they were missing. Hijiri tried to ignore how often they checked the time and muttered about their bosses. They were here right now and she wanted to enjoy that. She carefully grabbed her overstuffed suitcase; she didn’t trust the porters to be gentle with her precious supplies.


Mrs. Kitamura kissed Hijiri on both cheeks, leaving faint pink marks from her lipstick. “Do well this year,” she said.


Mr. Kitamura squeezed Hijiri’s shoulder affectionately before pushing her forward. “Try to get some fresh air.”


When the train arrived, she ran through the open doors. The first passenger in her train car, Hijiri chose a window seat and settled in. Grimbaud’s only a few hours’ ride away, she reminded herself, curling up tighter when a heavyset man took the seat next to her.


If only the train could fly. She couldn’t wait to be back.


*   *   *


The town of Grimbaud no longer smelled like roses, but Hijiri enjoyed the other scents that took their place: musky canals and bitter chocolates sprinkled with salt. Teetering on the end of summer, the town was hot and bright. Hijiri pulled her hair into a bun, leaving long pieces in front to frame her face—a curtain for when she felt anxious. Her bangs were uneven from having trimmed them herself over the summer; Sebastian needed to fix them. Fortunately, Fallon and Sebastian were probably in the Student Housing Complex already. They always came early before the new semester.


Hijiri dragged her suitcase into a cab; the distance wasn’t too great, but her arms already hurt from tugging on the suitcase handle. Even with upkeep, the Student Housing Complex had a lived-in, well-loved energy to it, with chipped paint on the doors and a creaky wooden gate separating the three-story stone building from the street. Mrs. Smedt, the caretaker, waved at Hijiri before disappearing around the corner. Hijiri had helped Mrs. Smedt take care of the complex last year as a part-time job—a job she hoped to have again, since she enjoyed the solitude that came with it.


Her apartment was the same as last year’s. First floor. Hijiri slid her key into the lock and pushed, surprised when the door got stuck. A thick piece of folded paper wedged under the door was the culprit. She bent down to pick it up and was pleased to find the De Keysers’ weather-charm shop logo: swirling font surrounded by a halo of storm clouds, lightning, and a beacon-like sun at the top. Femke’s careful handwriting covered the page:


Dear Hijiri,


Your summer could not have been as fun without us. Mirthe and I (mostly Mirthe) firmly believe this. Time to right that wrong with a party at our house!


Drop your suitcase off and come now. Yes, right now. Our little rebellion must reunite before the new school year starts. We have gossip to discuss and plenty of good food to eat. Besides, today’s supposed to be hot. If you come to the party, Mirthe and I promise cool breezes. You might even need a sweater.


Your troublemaking seniors,


Femke and Mirthe De Keyser


Hijiri re-folded the letter with a grin. The invitation warmed her. Her usual anxiety flared up at the thought of crossing town to see the group again, but she quickly pushed it down. Fallon, Sebastian, Nico, Martin, and the twins were her friends. She wanted to see them. I’m just rusty after a summer at home, she thought. Her voice had been severely underused with her parents at work every day and having the entire house to herself. Alone. Just the way she had liked it.


Her suitcase fell over when she let go of it, but she didn’t care. Hijiri unzipped the front pocket, withdrew a crumpled cardigan, and dashed out the door.


*   *   *


The eggplant-colored cardigan came in handy when she reached the De Keysers’ house. The weather had been sticky hot on her way through town but fall had taken up residence at the blue colonial house. Promised breezes cooled her face and blew her bangs back. The pinwheels in the shrubbery bled colors as they spun.


Years of abuse from weather charms showed. Cracked windows. Leaking gutters. A sliver of roof partially exposed. The twins said they couldn’t keep up with the repairs. Femke and Mirthe had spent their summer paying their parents back for using potent (and expensive) weather charms against Zita. They had even traveled with their mother to replenish their collection of earthquake tremors—dangerous business. Hijiri didn’t envy them, except that she loved the feel of the De Keysers’ property. The air was electric—charged and thick with a history of used weather charms. After passing the broken sundial, she heard the sound of laughter coming from behind the house.


Grass turned to sand. The sun intensified the blue of the ocean, dazzling Hijiri as much as the cool, salty air.


“You made it,” Femke said, jogging across the sand to meet her. Mirthe was bent over a table, making sure the waves wouldn’t carry it away.


Femke and Mirthe were twins, but they didn’t look alike. Dark, coiling hair and nut-brown skin were their only matching features, so their continuing attempts at looking identical occasionally bordered on comical. Today, they both wore tan shorts, long-sleeved turtlenecks, and silver octopus necklaces. But their hair, Hijiri noticed, didn’t match at all.


Femke’s hair was pulled back in a tight bun, while Mirthe’s tumbled wildly down her back. Hijiri was so surprised that she missed Femke’s question.


“Did you bring something?” Femke asked again, eyeing the bag in Hijiri’s hands.


“I stopped for some cookies,” Hijiri said, handing Femke the bag. Luckily cafés were plentiful in Grimbaud. The cookies were still hot, the chocolate chips gooey.


Mirthe was at their sides in seconds, her brown eyes hungry. “Are you trying to torture me? They smell heavenly.”


“Dessert,” Femke warned her.


Mirthe rolled her eyes and took the cookies to the table.


Femke watched her sister go. Her green eyes slid back to Hijiri. “Happy to be back?”


Hijiri took a deep breath. Let it out. “Surprisingly, yes. This party is quite a welcome.”


“What are friends for?”


Hijiri bit back a smile. Friends. No matter how many times they used the word, it still gave her the tingles. Someone called her name. When Hijiri turned around, she saw Fallon Dupree emerge from the house with a steaming dish in her mitted hands.


“Do you need help?” Hijiri asked, because she wanted an excuse to talk to Fallon, who, in all probability, was the closest person she’d ever had to a best friend.


“Sebastian’s watching the stew on the stove,” Fallon said, grunting as she shifted the dish in her arms, “but sure. Help would be nice. Without me, none of us would be eating.”


Mirthe laughed. “Well, without decorations, we wouldn’t be having much of a party either.”


After Fallon put the dish of honey-roasted endives and parsnips on the table, Hijiri followed her into the house. Despite not having seen her all summer, Hijiri thought Fallon looked the same as always. Her hair was cut in a straight bob ending at her chin, its plainness balanced by Fallon’s hawklike gaze and neat appearance. That gaze turned on Hijiri as they reached the steps. “Your bangs look like they need a touch-up,” Fallon said.


Hijiri blew at her bangs, but they fell right back into her eyes. “Think Sebastian can take care of it?”


“He’s been carrying his shears everywhere since getting a job at the groomer’s.”


“What about for humans?”


“Don’t worry. He’s fully prepared for any hair emergency.”


The De Keysers’ house smelled like burning wood and clean laundry. There were little disasters here and there—a broken vase, a pile of pillows knocked off a couch—no doubt caused by the family’s habit of using weather charms indoors. The kitchen was in the darkest part of the house. Three big hanging lamps threw spotlights on the counters and island. And on the boy stirring a pot of savory fish stew.


When Sebastian looked up, Hijiri didn’t miss the quick smile that spread on Fallon’s face. Previously known as Grimbaud High’s resident heartbreaker, Sebastian Barringer still had his charmingly disheveled look. The slant of his dark eyebrows made him look irritated or bored (as did his attitude at times), but underneath, he was a kind person. Hijiri didn’t have to try to sense their love for each other. It was quiet but strong.


“Hijiri needs a trim,” Fallon said.


“You know, most high schoolers get their hair cut before the new school year,” he teased.


“Ah. But you’re a Hijiri Kitamura hair specialist. I couldn’t possibly trust the stylists back home,” Hijiri said.


Sebastian laughed. “It’s a good thing I can cut both dogs and humans.”


Fallon peeked at the stew. She looked pleased. “Almost ready. Good job.”


Sebastian asked Hijiri to stand under one of the lamps so that he could see her bangs better. He wore a leather hip holster for his scissors and comb. Strangely enough, it didn’t look weird. While he snipped, he told her about the job. Three nights a week, he would work at a groomer close to the Student Housing Complex. The work would consist of him sweeping up after the other groomers, and maybe even shampooing a dog once in a while, but he was happy to start. He measured her bangs between his fingers and carefully snipped while Fallon took the pot off the burner.


“Just one more,” he whispered, finding a stray hair that had been tickling her eye. “There. You’re ready for school.”


“Thanks.” She shook her head, relieved when her bangs stayed out of her eyelashes.


“Bring out the stew,” Mirthe shouted from the back door. “Nico and Martin are here! We can start the party!”


Sebastian volunteered to carry the pot outside, but Fallon hovered beside him, her fingers twitching as if she expected him to drop it before reaching the table. The stew pot was heavy. Sebastian gritted his teeth and tried to take bigger steps.


Hijiri carried the bowls out. She ran ahead, eager to see the last members of their rebellion again.


Nico was in the middle of dumping a massive amount of twice-baked fries on one of the serving platters. Martin took the lid off the sauce container and drizzled mayonnaise over the fries; they must have bought half the vendor’s supply in sauce and fries before coming here. The smell made Hijiri’s mouth water.


When Nico spotted her, he opened his arms for a hug. Hijiri obliged, albeit stiffly, her chin bumping against his shoulder. He was tan and smelled damp like canal water, the brown hair on his head burned almost blond by the sun. She had never expected to become good friends with Nico, but helping him when Martin fell under the spell of Camille’s love charm had solidified a bond between them. Like Fallon, Nico had stayed in touch with her over the summer with occasional phone calls.


“No more bank statements this year,” Hijiri said, remembering their last phone call. Nico had moved up in student government from treasurer to vice president, a role he was happy to take on since it meant spending more time with Martin.


“I know,” he said. “Do you think I can handle being vice president?”


Hijiri shrugged, smiling. “Ask your boyfriend.”


Nico brightened. “He believes in me.”


Martin Pauwels hung back, fiddling with the mayonnaise container. He looked healthier than the last time she saw him; his pale skin had some color to it, and his glasses were smudge-free. He took his job as student government president seriously; he even showed up to the party in his casual uniform: khakis and a polo shirt embroidered with the school logo.


“If he does more than the last vice president, he’ll be perfect,” Martin said, putting the cap back on the empty container. “Nicolas promised that I would be spending less time on paperwork this year.”


“He still isn’t using your nickname,” Hijiri whispered.


“I don’t mind,” Nico whispered back. “Whenever he says my name, it feels like a nickname.”


Martin sat in one of the chairs and pulled a bundle of papers out of his back pocket. He smoothed the creases and muttered something about a fifth draft.


Nico leaned on the back of Martin’s chair. “Put that speech away. We’re at a party,” he said softly.


“I’m not happy with it,” Martin said.


“The freshmen are going to be bored and overexcited at orientation anyway. You don’t have to put in so much effort.”


“But it’s my last speech.” Martin put the papers away and sighed. “Being a senior feels … so final. It’s all going to be over soon.”


Worry flashed in Nico’s eyes, but he squeezed the back of Martin’s chair and said nothing.


Hijiri fidgeted. She was about to speak when the twins asked everyone to come to the table. She grabbed the nearest chair, facing the ocean, while Fallon and Nico sat on either side of her. The twins sat on opposite ends of the table, raising their goblets of raspberry lemonade like queens.


“A toast to the rebellion,” Femke said.


Everyone lifted their goblets.


“A rebellion without a cause,” Sebastian added, “now that Zita is gone.”


“But we still have our friendships,” Fallon said.


“And bravery,” Nico said, smiling at Martin.


“And a new mission,” Mirthe said. All eyes locked on her. “Later. Let’s enjoy the food.”


Hijiri filled her bowl to the top with fish stew. She ate quietly, listening to everyone talk about their plans for the semester. The stew was thick with carp, carrots, onions, and potatoes, seasoned with bay leaves and sage. The richness warmed her inside and out. Sand swirled at her ankles, stirred by the breeze. The party was delightfully caught between hot and cold. Maybe it was that dreamlike juxtaposition that made Hijiri anxious for the punch line—what new adventure could the twins reveal?


“Do we have something to worry about?” Hijiri said into her bowl.


Femke dipped a fry into the mayonnaise and chewed thoughtfully. “What, indeed?”


Hijiri’s head snapped up. She hadn’t realized she had spoken aloud.


Mirthe’s eyes twinkled. “The town needs us again. So we’re going to enter the love charm competition.”


Hijiri’s stomach twisted. “What competition?”


“News has been spreading locally since last month,” Nico said, his brow furrowing. “Grimbaud hasn’t done well since losing Zita. A love charm revival just isn’t happening yet, and the town council is concerned that the lack of, well, love in Grimbaud will turn tourists off.”


“So the council came up with a love charm-making competition to inspire town spirit,” Mirthe said. “The three love charm-makers that moved here over the summer will be participating … but they’re outsiders, guys. None of them should win. Someone homegrown, with true affection for this town, needs to win.”


Hijiri regretted not keeping up with Grimbaud news over the summer. She stirred her soup but didn’t feel like eating anymore. All eyes fell on her. She started to sweat. “Why are you looking at me? This isn’t my hometown.”


“You’re the best we’ve got,” Mirthe said firmly. “And you love Grimbaud, right? Your charm-making skills are already indisputable. Winning will be easy. The other love charm-makers don’t stand a chance.”


“You won’t be alone,” Fallon said softly.


“We’re entering as a team, just like the shops did,” Femke said.


“We’ll use our standing as a club to enter the competition. Principal Bemelmans will have to approve it first, but I’m sure we can convince him,” Mirthe said.


“So long as Fallon waits in the hallway,” Sebastian said wryly. “He’s probably still sensitive about her refusing to eat his famous casserole last year.”


Fallon crossed her arms but agreed.


Martin wiped his mouth on a napkin and said that he could get them a meeting with the principal on Monday.


Hijiri felt the world spinning out from under her feet. Her friends spoke faster than normal, more buzzing than words, and her stomach imitated the roll of the ocean. The idea of being in a competition—onstage, in front of hundreds of people—made her want to hop on the first train back to Lejeune. But underneath that, the challenge of crafting the best love charms she could was enticing.


This could be the year I make my mark as a great love charm-maker, said a little voice in her head. Are you watching, Love?


Hijiri put down her spoon and twisted the tablecloth in her hands. When she looked up, she tried to sound braver than she felt. “Okay. Let’s do it.”


*   *   *


By the time the party ended, the sun hung low in the sky. The pink of a blooming sunset crept on the edges of the horizon. Sebastian and Fallon walked ahead of her, holding hands, while Hijiri wrestled with her thoughts. During the group hug that ensued after Hijiri had agreed to join the competition, her hairband had snapped. Without the weather charm’s breeze, her long, ink-black hair stuck to her spine.


“We’ll check out the competition tomorrow, okay?” Fallon said as they reached the wooden gate of the complex. “You’ll feel better when we see them. I’m curious about these new love charm-makers too.”


Hijiri nodded and wished her and Sebastian good night. She couldn’t imagine sleeping.


She fished her key out of her pocket—and nearly bumped into a giant present sitting outside her apartment door. The present was a cardboard box wrapped in iridescent white paper with a red ribbon around it.


What was it doing there? Who did it belong to? It couldn’t possibly be for her. Her parents didn’t surprise her with gifts. She hadn’t ordered any new charm-making supplies either. Despite that, the box was perfectly lined up with Hijiri’s door. And when she checked again, leaning in close, she saw her name printed on a tag hanging from the ribbon.


“Are you Hijiri Kitamura?” said a muffled voice from inside the box.


A squeak escaped Hijiri’s mouth as she jumped away from the box. Her heart beat wildly.


“Are you?”


“Y-yes?”


“That sounded like a question,” the voice said, amused. “Can I come out now?”


She wasn’t sure if she wanted a talking thing in a box to ever come out. She couldn’t say anything, but her sharp intake of breath must have been enough.


The box trembled as the something in the inside pushed. The ribbon fell away. The top flaps opened with a loud tear of tape and wrapping paper.


A boy stepped out of the box.




 


Chapter 2


MADE WITH LOVE


Hijiri’s heart roared in her ears, making it hard to think. A boy just stepped out of that box. A living, breathing boy, she thought. Or is he? Nothing was making sense.


The boy had ink-black hair like a duckling, soft and wild on the top of his head, while flat against his cheeks in front of his ears. He had narrow shoulders and a sharp chin, softened by full lips. He’s certainly thin enough to have fit inside the box, she thought with some worry. The dusky rose coat and white shirt he wore hung off of him.


“How do you know who I am?” Hijiri asked. “Who are you?”


The boy’s dark eyes roamed her face. “I’m a gift.”


“I see that,” Hijiri said, taking in the torn wrapping paper and the ribbon draped around his neck like a scarf. There was confetti too. From inside the box. Pieces of it stuck to his clothes and skin.


Hot wind blew across the complex, momentarily blinding Hijiri. She shielded her eyes with her hand. With the wind came a man finishing the last bites of a chocolate-drizzled waffle. Grayed at the temples with pressed khakis, a sweater vest, and owlishly round glasses, the man looked like an academic.


“Hello, Hijiri,” the man said, licking a drop of chocolate off his thumb. The key around his neck told her exactly who he was.


“Hello, Love,” she said with a smile.


Love put his arm around the boy like a proud parent. “Allow me to introduce you to Kentaro Oshiro. He’s starting school here. A transfer student. Your age. Please be kind to him,” he said, “because I created him just for you.”


“Ken,” the boy corrected, holding his hand out to her.


Hijiri blinked. Without thinking, she shook hands with him. His grip was firm, his hand swallowing hers.


“Go on, admire my handiwork,” Love said, gesturing at Ken. “I’m sure you’ll find him to your taste. I can already sense your heart beating a little harder.”


“You made him,” Hijiri whispered.


Love nodded.


“For me?” If her stomach had twisted at news of the competition, this pain was much worse: her insides hollowed out, anxiety ricocheting against the lining.


Throughout the exchange, Ken’s eyes never left hers. The pleasant smile he wore morphed into a concerned frown. “Are you okay?” he asked, reaching for her again.


Hijiri flinched and stepped back. “He’s a charm,” she said, staring at the boy’s feet. “He’s just a charm, and you want me to accept him as my boyfriend?”


Love crossed his arms. “You know, I don’t do this for just anyone. Most people spend their entire lives searching for their true loves. I’m simply giving you yours now. It’s a present. Clever, right?” He picked up a scrap of wrapping paper and waved it at her. “I’ve been keeping my eye on you since Zita’s fall. You seem to be having a difficult time with love.”


“My charms are coming out just fine,” she snapped.


“Not charms. I mean your love life.”


Heat crawled up her cheeks. She was about to say it was none of his business, but that wasn’t true. He was Love, the very essence of it in a physical form, and getting on his bad side was a terrible idea.


“Your heart is so small,” Love said quietly. “There’s no room for love. Or so you believe. Let me prove you wrong. Give Ken a chance.”


But he’s fake. No more a boy than an illusion, Hijiri thought. Tears burned the back of her throat, but she refused to show them how upset she was.


Love exhaled loudly and wiped his face. He let the scrap of wrapping paper fall from his hand. “The time has come for me to take inventory again. I must measure the state of love in the world, and that means I won’t be here to watch how Grimbaud fares in the next few months without me. There will be challenges, Hijiri. Pay special attention to the new love charm-makers.”


“You know about the love charms competition, then?” Hijiri said, grateful for the slight change in topic. She tried not to look at Ken.


Love’s smug smile was all the answer she needed. He had to be involved somehow. “The town is in good hands with you here.”


The praise made her squirm. “But you gave me this charmed boy. Like I actually need the help. Which I don’t.”


“Then solve him,” Love said, losing patience, “if he’s such a puzzle to you.”


Ken shrugged with a shy smile.


“Find me if you need me. The cupids have ears,” Love said, raising his hand in a mock salute. He stepped back on his heel and the wind returned, tossing her hair in her face. When the air settled, Love was gone. So was the box.


The red ribbon still hung around Ken’s neck, but the wind must have stolen his pink coat. He wasn’t wearing it anymore. Instead, he slung a large duffel bag over his shoulder and smiled at her. “You miss the coat,” he said.


“Not really,” Hijiri said. “What was the point of it?”


“Love’s idea. He thinks pink is my color,” Ken said.


Hijiri stared at him. He looked almost normal now, with the duffel bag and the plain white shirt and the fact that his chest expanded and shrank with each breath. Like a person. But he’s not a person. He’s a charm. She rubbed her eyes, squinted at him, and then rubbed them again. Unease made her fidgety. She turned on her heel without another word and climbed the staircase. When she heard footsteps on the stairs below her, she looked over her shoulder. “Are you following me?”


Ken grabbed the handrail. “My room is on the second floor.”


Hijiri sucked in a breath.


“You don’t have to show me where it is.”


“You’re living here?”


“I have a scholarship,” he said. “Love is paying for everything.”


Hijiri nodded, as if his answer made perfect sense. Then she reached Fallon’s door and knocked as hard as she could.


Fallon opened the door within seconds, her hands red and slightly soapy from the kitchen sink. “What’s the matter?” she asked, wiping her hands on her skirt. “Who’s that behind you?”


“Kentaro Oshiro,” the charm-boy said, brushing past Hijiri to shake Fallon’s hand. “Love sent me here as a gift to Hijiri. I hope she’ll fall in love with me.”


Fallon chewed on her lip, amused. “Is that so?”


Hijiri’s hands started shaking. She curled them into fists. First the love charm-making competition. Now this. She needed Fallon on her side, to understand. “He’s serious. I found him wrapped up in a box outside my door. Like, with a ribbon and everything.”


Ken slid the red ribbon off his shoulders and handed it to Fallon for inspection.


Fallon rubbed the ribbon between her fingers. She raised it to her nose and sniffed. “Grosgrain ribbon, nice,” Fallon murmured. “And a little … The ribbon’s humming with charm magic. Even I can feel it.”


“Do I hear the evaluation of clothing material?” called Sebastian, from inside Fallon’s apartment.


“Almost,” Fallon called back with a laugh.


“Seriously, focus,” Hijiri said, digging her nails into her skin. “This is a big problem.”


Fallon turned her sharp gaze on Ken. “So it’s true, then?”


Ken opened his mouth, only to gasp on the first word. His face turned red when he tried again.


Hijiri’s heart lurched. Was he okay? He looked like he was choking … on what? Air?


He touched his throat, frowning, and said, “Love sent me here.”


“And you’re supposed to get Hijiri to love you. That sounds like manipulation,” Fallon said.


“I may be a charm,” he said, “but I don’t know what kind.”


“So you don’t know how you were made?” Hijiri relaxed a little. Curiosity made her fingers itch. “You must know something.”


Ken coughed and shook his head. “I guess that’s where you come in. Love said you could solve me.”


“Doesn’t mean I’ll love you.”


“Then figure me out,” Ken said with a soft smile. “I’ll enjoy the attention.”


Hijiri sighed.


Sebastian came to the door, wrapping an arm around Fallon’s waist. He wore his usual smirk, the curl of his lip rising when he spotted Ken. “Hi there, charm-boy. Did I hear right? Love gave Hijiri this guy, and then what?”


Hijiri rehashed the last few minutes to them both, from Ken popping out of the present to Love’s windy exit. She told them about Love’s hand in the love charm-making competition, and how he would be away from Grimbaud while taking inventory for the next few months. “He also said to keep watch over the new love charm-makers. If Love’s concerned about them…”


“Then we have to be too,” Fallon said. “The twins were onto something when they said that a local should be competing.”


“All the more reason to meet these charm-makers tomorrow,” Sebastian said. “While you two go love charm shopping, I can show Ken around town. He looks lost already.”


Ken’s smile widened. “Thank you.”


“Don’t be so nice to him,” Hijiri said, fidgeting. “He could … disappear into a puff of smoke or collapse into a pile of glitter when you’re not looking.”


“Do you think Love made me so flimsy?” Ken said, his eyebrows lifting.


“You are flimsy.” He was too thin. Probably lacking muscles of any kind. She’d never understand Love. If only she could identify the charms that held him together. What had Love done to make him?


He caught her intense stare. “You’re trying to dissect me. I think that means it’s time for me to go.”


“Do the puff of smoke thing,” Sebastian said.


“Sorry, I just have my two feet.” Ken took his key out of the front zipper of his duffel bag. His eyes landed on Hijiri once more. “Tomorrow.”


“Good night,” Hijiri muttered. She pressed her fist against her heart, trying to muffle its beating.


*   *   *


After a fitful sleep, Hijiri tumbled out of bed early the next morning and started unpacking her suitcase. The few clothes she brought fit easily in her closet. The rest—her charm-making materials—were more complicated to reorganize and find a place for in her bedroom.


Hijiri gathered a few potion bottles and notes in her arms and looked for a place to put them. Last year, she had used a corner of her bedroom for charm-making: the perfect spot to hide from prying eyes and conduct her crafting in secret. As an extra precaution, she always covered her worktable with a shoji screen. I couldn’t let anyone find out I made love charms. Not with Zita monopolizing the craft, Hijiri thought, remembering how careful she had been. She could have been kicked out of town like Grimbaud’s past love charm-makers … or worse.


She had tried to tell her parents numerous times last year that she couldn’t get a good education in Grimbaud with the situation the way it was, but they hadn’t believed her.


Her parents had always supported her dreams but never looked too closely at them.


“Nothing to fear now,” Hijiri said to herself, adjusting the supplies in her arms. “Zita’s gone. It’s okay be a love charm-maker here again.”


It was okay to be public about it.


Hijiri shuddered. It might be okay, but it still scared her.


Her current problem was finding out what to do with her newfound freedom. Where should she put her charm supplies now? The bedroom and bathroom were off of the kitchen. The kitchen overlooked the living room and the front door—a long, unused stretch of space. And very, very out in the open.


Hijiri swallowed thickly and mumbled, “I’ll figure it out later. Fallon will help me. For now, I’ll put everything where it used to be.”


She set up her table with the supplies she had left in her closet over the summer. Then arranged everything so that it made sense to her. By the time she finished, she decided to put off unpacking the rest of her suitcase and shoved it under her bed. Hijiri stopped to breathe. Her body ached and her head felt cottony from nerves. After a dull summer, so much had happened. Surely Ken was a figment of her imagination. There wasn’t enough room in her reality for him.


None at all.


Hijiri had two problems already this school year: solving Ken and preparing for the impending love charm-making competition. Making a dent in one of them would turn her day around—and she was ready to set aside her thoughts of the charm-boy for a while.


*   *   *


“What do you think the love charm-makers are going to be like?” Fallon asked.


Hijiri pursed her lips. From what she had seen back home in Lejeune, love charm-makers were an eccentric lot but usually warm and welcoming. It came with the territory. But what kind of love charm-makers were these people? Moving to Grimbaud so soon after Zita’s loss was a risk. Did they want to make this town a better place? Or, as the twins feared, were they here for more selfish reasons?


She knew the twins could be overly dramatic; they liked getting a rise out of people. But if Love was concerned too … should she be?


“Well, I’m familiar with the first shop we’re going to,” Hijiri said.


“Really? Have you been to”—Fallon checked her directions—“Metamorphosis before?”


“Absolutely not,” Hijiri said, frowning. “But there’s a branch in Lejeune.”


As they approached Metamorphosis, Hijiri sensed the air thicken. Her eyes flicked to the shop’s name above the door, written in reflective cursive. Two round windows on either side of the entrance had been shaped like mirrors with little golden bulbs framing them, drawing townspeople to peek in the windows. The lights stung, too dramatically lit compared with the neighboring shops.


“What are they selling?” Fallon asked, squinting. “We need a closer look.”


“Exactly what they want,” Hijiri muttered. They came to see the shops though, so she put her misgivings aside and tried to tolerate it. Shading her eyes to block out the golden lights, she saw that the left window revealed a makeup station with a chair already occupied by an excited customer. A Metamorphosis employee fussed over the customer’s face, smoothing on blush and lip gloss that warmed up the skin.


Hijiri sighed. “So Grimbaud really has one of these now.”


“You’ve heard of us,” said a small, dark woman with a jagged pixie cut. It wasn’t a question. The woman’s eyelids were dusted shimmery bronze, the hollows of her cheeks defined with more metal-hued powder. Her black smock had crystal butterflies pinned below the straps. “Don’t be shy,” she said. “My name’s Clea Deyrem, co-owner of Metamorphosis. Mandy’s inside.”


“You’re beautiful,” Fallon blurted at Clea.


Hijiri pinched her arm.


Fallon flinched and rubbed her arm. She thanked Hijiri under her breath.


Clea modeled her face, letting the charmed makeup shimmer in the light and shadow. “Our newest color palette for the fall. You’re feeling its effects already. The eye shadow and bronzer are charmed to encourage compliments.”


Compliments pulled like taffy from people’s mouths the moment they set eyes on her, Hijiri thought with a shiver. Clea was trying to make her customers infatuated with her. The warmth Hijiri started to feel went away when she tore her eyes away from Clea’s face. That kind of charm reminded her too much of how Zita’s assistant Camille had controlled Martin with her charmed perfume—and made her doubly repelled by Clea’s products.


Fallon must have been thinking the same thing, because she narrowed her eyes and said, “I’d rather form my own opinion of you.”


“That’s not the point,” Clea said dismissively. “We design our love charms to fit our motto: ‘If you love you, love will love you too.’”


“So if I look beautiful on the outside, I’ll feel beautiful inside, and love will surely follow,” Hijiri said.


Clea clapped her hands. “Exactly! It’s magnetism. Love is pulled toward positive feelings, don’t you think? That’s what we think.”


Hijiri wasn’t sure if that was true, though it was a nice sentiment. The Love she knew appreciated mischief. After all, it was mischief in the form of a rebellion that allowed Love to take back Grimbaud from Zita’s clutches. Then there was the present Love had left her yesterday.


“New customers are often overwhelmed by our love charms. Let’s take a look at you,” Clea said, unconcerned with the fact that they were still standing outside the shop. She leaned down to examine Hijiri’s face. “You’ve got such long hair. So well taken care of. Nothing to change there. Clear skin. Good. You need to take better care of your lips. We have a line of glosses that will plump them up and draw boys in like bees to honey.”


Hijiri’s ears burned from blushing. “I—I don’t want that. No kissing.”


“You say that now,” Clea said, laughing. “Well, what about your eyes, your cheeks? No makeup at all. That’s a shame. You could be attracting more attention if you paid more attention to yourself.”


Hijiri broke into a sweat, her pulse pounding. She didn’t want any more attention, especially from boys. Clea’s remarks dredged up memories of last spring when she had tried to go on a few dates. After Hijiri had helped defeat Zita, a few of the braver boys had asked her out, and she had said yes out of curiosity and a sense that a love charm-maker should have experience in these matters. Yet she never made it past the first fifteen minutes. Instead of focusing on her dates, she would start itching to return to her charm-making. Must be my small heart, she had decided, the reason I can’t feel even a flutter of attraction. “I’ve heard enough. Thanks,” she snapped at Clea, grabbing Fallon’s hand and turning on her heel.


Clea called after her, but Hijiri didn’t waver.


“Do you think she treats all her customers like that?” Fallon asked. “So pushy.”


Hijiri pressed her hand over her heart, willing it to slow down. She couldn’t believe how quickly and effortlessly Clea had dissected her. How did she know in one glance that I’ve failed at love? What can she do to me because of that knowledge?


Fallon touched her elbow. “Maybe we should take a break.”


“No,” Hijiri said, shaking her head. “We have two more shops. It can’t wait.…”


“It can,” Fallon said firmly. “We both need lunch. I know of a place that makes omelets with organic ingredients. You’ll feel better with some nice, clean food in your stomach.”


“Will that really make a difference?”


“Fresh food, fresh mind,” Fallon said. “One of my parents’ mottos.”


Hijiri cracked a smile.


*   *   *


No matter how high quality her omelet was, Hijiri’s stomach twisted into knots as they entered a rougher part of Grimbaud. “Rougher” wasn’t quite the right word, considering how the town was built, each brick carefully laid and cracked only with age, but some townspeople took better care of their homes and shops than others.


Fallon reread her directions a few times, crinkling her nose. “Is there really a love charms shop here?”


Hijiri looked around. Most of the shops catered to locals since tourists usually didn’t wander off the main streets. They passed a lawyer’s office and a gym. After counting the numbers on the sidewalks, they found the second shop. Maybe.


Heartwrench was a dingy extension of the car repair shop next door, with oil stains on the pavement and a crumbling shingled roof. Blacked-out windows gave no hint of what was inside, except for the flickering neon-pink sign that read HEARTWRENCH, with a wrench for the T and a heart framing the shop’s name. Fallon avoided stepping on the oil stains. When Hijiri and Fallon stepped inside, a bell made of nuts and bolts clattered against the door.


Despite having been open for months, the shelves were dusty and empty. Boxes still sealed with masking tape were piled by the cashier’s desk. The shop was dark except for the hanging lightbulbs overhead, spotlighting the display tables below.


Fallon ran her finger over one of the display tables, making a trail in the dust. She crinkled her nose.


If Hijiri hadn’t known that this was a love charm shop, she would have thought the items on display were junk parts. She studied a charm sitting on a table to her left; the metal had been sculpted to look like an anatomically correct heart, and messy wiring tangled around it like bramble. When Hijiri poked the heart, the charm sprang to life, rattling on the table and shooting sparks.


“It’s not done yet,” yelled a man in his late sixties, emerging from the back room. His blue overalls strained against his belly, and oil spotted the mauve button-down shirt underneath. The man’s jowls jiggled as he walked, his thinning hair buried underneath a baseball cap.


Hijiri leapt away from the table when the heart started rolling. “What does it do?”


The man ran over to the table and caught the heart before it fell. He struggled to turn it in his hands while it still rattled, but after pulling a red wire, it stopped moving. “It’s a breakable heart,” the man said. “If you’re afraid of a broken heart, just wear this one strapped to your chest instead. It absorbs all the feelings you get while dating someone and keeps it away from your real heart. So when the relationship ends…” The old man chuckled. “This heart breaks instead and your real one is safe.”


“To date someone with no risk to yourself…” Hijiri felt sick. “That doesn’t seem fair. It’s like you’re telling people it’s okay to close themselves off from experiencing love fully.”


“Only cowards would buy it,” Fallon said, glaring at the mechanical heart.


The man’s smile dropped.


“Uncle Gage, I need some help here,” said a college-aged boy, popping his head out from the back room.


“We have customers, Ryker!” Gage said.


Ryker sighed and pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose. He had a handsome face with dark blue eyes and a straight nose, his hair smoothed back against his head with gel. Like his uncle, he wore overalls and a button-down shirt. “What are they going to buy? You haven’t unpacked the boxes yet.”


Gage grunted. “We’re ready enough. The sign’s lit up outside.”


The emptiness of the shop made Hijiri uneasy, and the one charm they saw didn’t tell her much about her competition. “I was wondering what kind of charms you make,” she asked.


Ryker’s gaze flickered from Hijiri to Fallon and back again. His blue eyes were magnified by his thick prescription glasses. “Uncle and I decided to go into the love charm business with one goal in mind: to make charms that whet the appetite of customers who prefer technology to the magic of charms.”


“So you mask your charms in wires and gears,” Hijiri said. While Grimbaud had always been accepting of charms, other places were not. In Lejeune, charms were used frequently, but most people preferred using modern technology rather than charms to heat their homes or monitor their heart rates. Hijiri always saw it as a matter of practicality—but that was why love charms were so interesting. Love is magic, she thought, and nothing can change that. Technology is no equal to love.
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