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        All vacations are not created equal…

      

      

      

      And as far as magical Protector Cary Redmond is concerned, going to Hawaii with her best friends ranks at the top of the list. No work, no magical Protector business, no jumping between good guys and bad guys to keep good guys safe. For two whole weeks. She gets to enjoy sun, sea, and tropical breezes without any paranormal chaos. Couldn’t get any better than that.

      Except Cary’s life bends toward chaos, no matter what she tries. And when paranormal danger rears its head, Cary has to answer the call. Even if it means facing one of her greatest fears.

      Because her best friend’s future is on the line.
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        To the tropical islands that, for a short time, I called home.
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      Cary stepped out of the jetway into the airport and pulled in a deep breath. Wow.

      Honolulu International was a bustling airport, with people from around the world brushing past. The accompanying noise of so many people talking at once came in multiple languages. Bright sunshine spilled in through huge windows, and actual palm trees did sway outside in the breeze. But what Cary couldn’t get over was the smell. Humid and fresh and a little salty and definitely full of flowers.

      “This place smells great!” She faced Lucy and grinned.

      “Nothing like the smell of Hawaii,” Lucy said on a sigh, her little girl’s voice soft. “Home.”

      “Do they, like, pump in the flower scent or something?” she asked as she, Lucy, Marianne, and Angie dragged their carry-ons toward the baggage area.

      “Whatever they do, I like it,” Marianne said, her dark eyes wide as she scanned her surroundings.

      This was her first trip to Hawaii too, and she and Cary had been excitedly texting back and forth for the last two weeks about what clothes they should pack.

      Lucy’s fathers were renewing their vows, and because they wanted to meet all of Lucy’s Portland friends, they’d extended invitations to Cary, Marianne, and Angie for the big event. Not a single one of them entertained the idea of saying no to that invitation.

      Because Hawaii.

      While Marianne and Angie owned their own businesses and could get the time off with just a little prior scheduling, Cary’d had to clear things with her bosses first. Being Portland’s resident magical Protector meant she couldn’t just run off on a holiday willy nilly. There were always people to protect, and she didn’t get a lot of down time in her job. Since becoming a Protector, she’d gone to New York a few times to visit her younger sister and her sister’s family. The Nags—Cary’s bosses—didn’t argue too much with her then because it was family. She’d left Portland to visit her parents too, although they lived just up the coast, only a three hour drive away, so that wasn’t too far. Easy to drive back if her bosses needed her for a big job.

      They’d balked at letting her go to Hawaii, though, since there was an ocean involved.

      She’d pointed out that at any other job, she’d get regular vacation time off. They pointed out that she had plenty of time off when she wasn’t protecting people. She reminded them that they’d tricked her into the job in the first place, the least they could do was give her two weeks off. They denied tricking her. She said this was one of her best friends. They claimed that wasn’t the same as family. She argued strongly that it absolutely was the same thing as family. Her faery mentor Jaxer had insisted she’d been working hard and deserved a break. Cary had whined a little more. And finally, the Nags relented.

      Now Cary was in Hawaii!

      “This is just the way it smells here,” Lucy said as they wove around a large group of Japanese tourists and another group of older people discussing the cruise ship they were headed for. “And this is just the airport. Wait until you get to the windward side of the island where my dads live.” She grinned.

      “Why did you move again?” Marianna asked.

      “I like seasons,” Lucy said, sounding both pragmatic and philosophical all at once.

      Cary’s gaze caught on a shop with boxes of chocolate macadamia nuts stacked high and her stomach rumbled. “We’re getting food, soon, right?”

      “Yes, please,” Angie said, her tone urgent.

      The food on the plane hadn’t been bad or anything. They all ate the meal—and it was nice actually getting one. But still, something that wasn’t airplane food seemed important right now. And if it involved macadamia nuts, Cary wouldn’t object.

      “I’ve got a treat for you after we get over the mountains,” Lucy said. “I’m taking you to a Hawaii staple. Zippy’s!”

      Cary exchanged a look with Marianne and they both glanced at Angie. “Is this a good thing?” Cary asked.

      Angie was the only one of them—besides Lucy, of course—who’d been to Hawaii before. She’d only been once, but that still made her the authority—besides Lucy, of course.

      Angie shrugged. “I didn’t go to Zippy’s last time. I did have an excellent plate lunch, but I can’t remember where I was for that.”

      “Oh, I’ll get you good plate lunch, too, don’t worry,” Lucy said. “And my dads’ reception will have all kinds of yummy local food.” She looked at Cary and frowned a little. “It’s a shame you don’t like fish. The fresh fish is to die for.”

      Cary shivered. “Even fresh will not make me like fish.”

      Lucy took care of the rental car while Cary, Marianne, and Angie collected the suitcases.

      As they waited beside the luggage carousel, Cary got a tiny tingle along her spine, a little shimmer of awareness of…something. Usually that meant something to do with her job was about to happen. Either she needed to protect someone, or her bosses were about to show up. But they’d claimed they’d leave her alone on this trip. They’d actually been pretty insistent that they wouldn’t be coming to Hawaii to disturb her.

      She glanced around the luggage area, at all the ordinary humans coming and going, hauling bags off luggage belts, and talking way too loudly. Nothing unusual. Nothing stood out.

      No one in trouble.

      Huh. Weird.

      She shook off the strange feeling as their flight’s luggage started to drop onto the belt. When they’d collected everything, they met Lucy at the car rental desk. She waved the key fob in triumph as Cary handed her her wheely bag.

      “Sorry my dads couldn’t meet us and bring us leis,” Lucy said on the walked out to the shuttle that would take them to the car lot. “They really wanted to since it’s Cary and Marianne’s first trip here. But there’s so much they’re dealing with with the ceremony and reception and all, I told them not to make the drive.”

      “I’m glad you didn’t put them to any trouble,” Cary said. “I’m even more glad they invited us to their renewal.” She grinned and pulled in a deep breath, filling herself up with the sunny Hawaii air, the incident beside the luggage carousel pushed to the back of her mind.

      Her first real vacation since becoming Portland’s magical Protector.

      Here, at least, she knew she wouldn’t have to work.

      

      The trip across the mountains proved as beautiful as Lucy had claimed. They took the Pali Highway, so she could take them to the top of the Pali lookout, which gave a spectacular view of the lushly green windward side of the island and the crystal blue Pacific Ocean stretching out beyond. Dark lava rock contrasted with thick green, fragrant plant life and all that white sand and blue ocean…

      Cary could see why everyone called this paradise.

      Traffic coming over the Pali wasn’t too bad that time of day, so they made the rest of the drive in good time. Marianne and Cary spent the entire trip waving at their surroundings and ohing and ahing at the beauty. Even the houses and strip mall they passed after dropping into Kailua seemed prettier. Lucy asked what was so pretty about a grocery store and a drug store, but Marianne just insisted it was and not to argue with her about it.

      And because Lucy risked a rebellion from Angie if they didn’t get food sooner rather than later, she took them to Zippy’s before taking them to her dads’ house.

      “See, it’s just an ordinary shopping mall,” Lucy said, pointing to the mall next to the parking lot where the restaurant was located.

      “Do they have Hawaiian shirts, and surfer gear, and macadamia nut things in that mall?” Marianne asked, hands on her hips.

      “Well, yeah, of course,” Lucy said. “It’s Hawaii.”

      “My point,” Marianne said. As if she’d really made one.

      Zippy’s food was just as delicious as Lucy had promised. Though Cary refused to even try the spam. She drew the line as canned spiced ham, even if Lucy proclaimed it the best thing ever.

      Angie didn’t talk much until she’d finished the last few scoops of rice on her plate. Then she leaned back with a satisfied sigh and said, “Now we can go meet your fathers.”

      The rest of the drive only took about twenty minutes, driving down the Kahekili Highway, past a large cemetery with a Japanese Buddhist Temple nestled against the mountains near the rear of the hilly grounds.

      “If we have time, I’ll take you there to feed the koi and ring the bell,” Lucy said. “Even overrun with tourists, the Byodo-In Temple is one of my favorite spots.”

      They turned down a road going a little farther up into the hills. The streets were lined with one story wooden houses and the occasional home built up on stilts with the area under the stilts crammed with various beach going equipment—surfboards, bodyboards, sometimes kayaks—as well as bikes and cars and the stuff Cary was used to seeing in people’s garages.

      Lucy’s family home was about halfway up the hill, on a street facing the ocean so that when Cary climbed out of the car, she could just see the blue expanse over the rooftops.

      “We get to go to the beach at some point, right?” she asked, dragging her gaze away from that slice of cool blue. The windward side, true to its name, was breezy and not nearly as hot as the leeward side of the island had been, but still pretty warm in late May, and the cold ocean waves beckoned.

      “Tomorrow we’ll do a whole tourist day,” Lucy promised. “Including spending some time on the beach.”

      “How’d you grow up in all this sun with your skin tone?” Marianne asked cupping her hand over her eyes to shade against the sun before pulling her stylish
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