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Praise for

A DASH OF DRAGON

[image: Image] “Fast-paced, funny, and chock-full of action.”

—Shelf Awareness, starred review

“This novel is a recipe for success—perfect for Top Chef fans with a penchant for the fantastical.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“A wildly inventive fantasy with wide appeal.”

—Booklist

“A zingy, buoyant adventure.”

—Bulletin of the Center for Children’s Books
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For our sister Rosi Reed: a judo black belt and physicist with an alliterative name, who claims she’s not a superhero . . . or villain.

Don’t worry, your secret is safe with us.
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GRIFFIN HUNT

Lailu stepped onto a stony outcropping, trying not to think about the thousand-foot drop beneath her. The autumn winds slammed into her back, threatening to throw her to her untimely death. And even though she had a harness securing her, something about that thin leather and rope just did not invite trust.

“Okay there, Pigtails?” asked her mentor and business partner, Master Slipshod, his graying hair blowing around his head.

“Of—of course.” Lailu glanced down, then inched backward, feeling the weight of all that space between her and the thin ribbon of river below.

Master Slipshod smiled reassuringly as the man beside him fiddled with his harness. “Trust me, Caramel here—”

“Carbon. The name is Carbon. As I repeatedly tell you.” Carbon’s bald head gleamed as he finished adjusting the straps around Slipshod’s waist and chest. He usually wore a large black bowler hat, but the wind had taken it almost immediately. Between the long climb up, the lost hat, and Slipshod’s repeated insistence on calling him “Caramel,” it was clear Carbon’s patience was unraveling faster than a plate full of vibber pasta. Lailu got the distinct impression that he didn’t like either of them and wouldn’t be bothered one bit by their deaths. Not the most comforting feeling when his invention was all that stood between her and a long fall.

“Carbon knows what he’s doing,” Slipshod continued cheerfully. “Isn’t that right, my good man? And so kind of you to set us up with these.”

Carbon grumbled something under his breath. Lailu caught the words “Starling” and “favor.”

Oh yes, that was the other reason Lailu didn’t trust the harnesses. They had been a “gift” from Starling Volan, the leader of the local up-and-coming scientists. Even though the scientists seemed quite capable of overcoming the impossible with their inventions involving steam and clockwork engines, Lailu felt they were up to no good. Nothing had been proven against them, but she knew they were the ones responsible for kidnapping elves and experimenting on their blood a few months ago. And she wasn’t sure why they were suddenly so keen on outfitting her and Slipshod with new gadgets. It almost felt like a bribe, and it gave Lailu a bad taste in her mouth.

Carbon flicked a switch on the metal gadget attached to the front of Slipshod’s harness. It began vibrating ominously.

“Um, is it supposed to make that sound?” Lailu asked.

“Yes, yes, of course, of course,” Carbon snapped. “You should be all set, Sullivan. If you’d care to try it?” Carbon adjusted the spectacles on his pinched face and stepped back.

“Watch this, Pigtails.” With a whoop of pure glee, Slipshod leaped backward off the cliff. For a few panicked moments, Lailu saw him plummeting to his death.

But the harness held, and his plummeting turned into a gentle downward drift.

“Your turn, your turn.” Carbon waved his hands impatiently until Lailu inched toward him. He double-checked the straps that looped around her thighs and made sure the belt they were attached to was secure. “Keep that tight, or if you flip upside down, you’ll fall right out,” he advised.

“Wait, what?” Lailu pulled the belt of the harness tighter until it dug into her waist.

“Better, better.” Carbon flicked the switch on her harness, the vibrations rattling Lailu’s teeth. “Here is where you control it,” Carbon said, tapping the small box that attached to the front of the belt.

Lailu looked down at the levers and clockwork gears dubiously, following the rope that led from them over to the large square contraption Carbon had bolted to the top of the cliff. He called it the auto-belayer, and it was supposed to lower her down and bring her back up easily, all without any effort on her part beyond the flip of a switch. Steam puffed out of it in small, irregular circles as it clicked and whirred. It did not look stable.

“You’re set,” Carbon said.

“Are you sure? I mean, you spent a lot more time checking Slipshod’s harness.”

Carbon’s face flushed, his whole head glowing a soft pink. “I am very sure. Very sure. I don’t know what you’ve heard, but I don’t make mistakes. My inventions are sound. Very sound.” He added something else, something about “lies” and “misrepresentations,” the wind snatching his words and tossing them over the cliff, where Lailu could imagine them falling in long, angry streaks to puddle at the bottom.

It was only too easy to imagine herself falling with those words. . . .

Lailu gulped, but if she didn’t start trusting Carbon’s device, Slipshod would be facing the griffins alone, and griffins were not creatures you take lightly. Sure, they tasted great with a good dry rub and seasoning, but they really were monsters on the cliff who held nothing back, attacking with talons and claws and flying in all directions. Lailu only hoped she and Slipshod could get to one without attracting the attention of the rest of the flock.

Slowly, Lailu turned and leaned back in the harness, cringing at every little creak the leather gave. “Please hold, please hold,” she whispered. “O God of Cookery, please let it hold.”

“It will hold. Trust me,” Carbon said.

“Not really,” Lailu muttered, but there was nothing left to do but jump.

Lailu took a deep breath, then let it out. She was the youngest master chef in the land. She’d faced dragons and loan sharks and manipulative elves. She could handle a little jump. Without letting herself dwell on what would happen if the harness snapped, she pushed off from the cliff, leaping backward and out over the open air.

For one heart-stopping moment, she fell through the sky, the wind buffeting her from all directions, the side of the cliff racing by in a blur. Then the harness made a soft click-click noise and caught, gently slowing her descent until she hung next to Master Slipshod.

Lailu realized she’d been screaming and slapped both hands to her mouth, embarrassed. Such an amateur reaction. She glanced sideways at Master Slipshod to see his response, but if he noticed her slip-up, he gave no sign. She frowned. That wasn’t like him. When it came to hunting and cooking, he had all his spices lined up in a row, but lately he seemed . . . off. She’d noticed the bags under his eyes and the way his apron hung limply on his frame, not to mention how often he’d been distracted while they were preparing meals. Something was up.

She just hoped that whatever troubled Slipshod wouldn’t come back to bite her in the butt like last time.

“There’s a nice older male in the cave below us,” Master Slipshod said, shouting over the howling wind. “He’s preening his feathers. See?”

Lailu leaned back in her harness to study the cave below their feet, her heart doing somersaults at the thought of the fall beneath. A griffin crouched near the edge, cleaning his golden feathers with his beak, his tail swishing back and forth.

“So what’s the plan?” Lailu asked.

“I’ll go zooming down past his cave. When he sees me, he’ll come flying out. At that point, you drop onto his back and try to take out a wing.”

“So wait. . . . You want me to take out his wing while I’m sitting on his back?” Maybe she should have asked him about the plan before they strapped on their harnesses.

Slipshod nodded. “It will be the ride of your life.”

Lailu looked down at the glint of the river far below and swallowed.

“Don’t worry, you’ll be in your harness. Perfectly safe.”

“Yeah, right.”

“Oh, and don’t injure the wing too badly until he loses altitude.” Slipshod flicked the lever at the front of his harness, and before Lailu could argue, he was gone, zipping past the griffin, so close he could have reached out and touched the beast.

The griffin raised his massive head, feathers ruffling, tail standing straight out. Then he opened his beak and roared before leaping after Master Slipshod.

Before she could talk herself out of it, Lailu twisted the switch on her harness. She dropped immediately, so fast her eyes stung and her breath caught in her throat. And there he was—her griffin.

Lailu blinked her watery eyes, sure she hadn’t seen correctly. The griffin blurred and became two, then three, then a dozen griffins, all bursting out of their own cave openings and soaring down toward Master Slipshod’s unprotected head.

“O God of Cookery,” Lailu whispered, mentally taking stock of her weapons. She had a large chef’s knife at her hip and a pair of weighted steak knives tucked into each boot, but that was it. Since they would be hunting through the air, she’d purposely gone light. Would she be able to do enough to save her mentor? Or would the griffins just tear both of them to pieces?

Master Slipshod flicked the switch on his harness again and jerked to a sudden stop. The griffins and Lailu all hurtled past, leaving him safely above them. There was a brief pause while the griffins adjusted to this new development, changing direction and flying upward, and Lailu spotted her opportunity. She leaped, pushing off the cliff wall and hitting the button on her harness to give her slack. Her legs clamped around a griffin’s waist just under his wings, and her fingers tangled in the feathers at the back of his neck.

The griffin squawked, plummeting beneath the added weight, his wings pumping furiously. He bucked and twisted but couldn’t reach Lailu with his cruel beak. Slowly he managed to rise until the rest of his flock was just above, circling Master Slipshod.

“Ride of your life, yeah?” Master Slipshod shouted, looking way too cheerful for a man about to be ripped apart by the descending horde of beasts. Then he pressed a button on his harness.

Nothing happened.

Master Slipshod frowned, then pressed the button again.

Still nothing.

“Blasted contraption—” was all Lailu had time to hear before her own griffin lost altitude and began falling, tired wings unable to keep them up any longer. Lailu clung to his feathers, dodging the halfhearted stabs of the creature’s beak. As the ground came into view below them, Lailu let go with one hand and pulled her chef’s knife out of her sheath, waiting. Almost time. She looked at the soft, unprotected niche where the wing met the body of the griffin. It would be easy to slice there. She laid the edge of the blade against it and felt the griffin tense, then buck, then twist again in the air, but he was too tired. As they fell farther, close enough now that Lailu could leap free and roll safely, the griffin managed to turn his huge head around, one beady eye on her.

Lailu stared into that eye and saw herself reflected, her black hair tangled around her head, face flushed, knife poised. She wavered, her knife barely resting against his wing. He made a sad little sound, and Lailu bit her lip, steeling her resolve. She was a master chef. This was what she did for a living. She had bested this beast fairly, and his life was hers.

She raised her knife, about to strike, then sighed and shoved it angrily into her sheath. She couldn’t do it. She just couldn’t. All those years, and this was the first time she’d ever lost her resolve when it came time to make the kill.

The griffin’s sad squawking turned into a roar of triumph, and with a sudden burst of energy, he flipped completely upside down. Distracted by her failure, Lailu slid immediately off the griffin and tumbled backward.

“You lousy, sneaky, feathered—”

Whump!

Lailu hit the ground hard, all the air knocked out of her lungs. As she lay there, she swore she heard the griffin laughing at her. I hate birds, she thought furiously, watching the beast fly away. What would she tell Master Slipshod?

Master Slipshod . . . Lailu had forgotten about him. What if the rest of the griffins had already torn him to pieces? “Might serve him right.” She pushed herself up. Her whole body groaned in protest, but she managed to stagger back toward the cliff.

She pressed the button on her harness to pull her back up the cliff. It buzzed angrily and then went quiet, the harness barely twitching. Frowning, Lailu tried again. Nothing. “Yeah, he sure knew what he was doing,” she muttered. She found handholds in the rock and began to climb. She wasn’t sure she’d make it up there in time to be any help, but she knew she couldn’t just sit down there doing nothing while her mentor was fighting for his life. Even if his plan was stupid. Even if he’d brought this on himself.

Before she’d gone more than a few feet, there was a loud splash from the river behind her, and Lailu lost her grip and fell. Again.

Master Slipshod burst out from the river, coughing and spluttering. “Pigtails!” he choked.

She scrambled to the bank and caught the rope he tossed her, hauling him closer until he reached a calm little outlet where the water flowed sluggishly, barely rippling, and he could climb out on his own. He waded through it, disrupting the glassy surface, and collapsed on the stony shore.

Groaning, he raised his head. “That plan,” he said slowly, “was terrible.”

“I know.”

“You knew? Why didn’t you speak up sooner, then? You really need to take a bigger leadership role here. I’m not going to be around forever, and then who’s going to look out for Mystic Cooking?”

Lailu found this to be completely unfair. “You didn’t tell me the plan until we were in the middle of it! It’s not my fault. And I’d look out for our restaurant just fine on my own.”

“Oh yeah?” Master Slipshod’s eyes narrowed in his bruised face. He considered her, tilting his head to the side. “Perhaps,” he muttered. “Perhaps.” Then he climbed to his feet, pulled his chef’s hat out of a back pocket, and wrung it out. “Well, at least you got the one griffin. I’d hate to think this had been a complete waste of time.”

Lailu looked down at her feet and didn’t say anything.

“You did get the one griffin, right?”

Lailu coughed, her toe drawing patterns in the dirt.

“Pigtails?”

Finally, reluctantly, she looked up at him. “It . . . sort of got away from me.”

Master Slipshod sighed, carefully placing his chef’s hat over his tangled hair. “Well, I guess there’s nothing for it.” He looked past Lailu, back at the cliff they’d been on. “Time for try number two.”

“W-what? We’re going after those things again?”

“Of course. A good chef never gives up a tasty meal. Plus I promised we’d thin out the flock for the city. There are too many of these things here and not enough food to sustain them all, so they’ve been harassing the nearby village.” Master Slipshod stretched, his back cracking audibly. “If we don’t take out a couple of them, they’ll send in one of those bloody heroes, and you know how they are. Stupid honor-seeking fools would probably wipe out the whole lot of these beasts, and then what would we do for future ingredients?”

“They’re not all stupid honor-seeking fools,” Lailu said, but softly, thinking of a certain blond-haired, blue-eyed boy. Vahn had been her childhood crush, and even though she was over him now, mostly, she still thought he made a great hero. She sighed and looked back at the cliff. “So what’s our next plan?”

Master Slipshod grinned. It wasn’t a very nice grin. Then he told her the plan. It wasn’t a very nice plan.

“It’s too bad the griffins didn’t get you” was all Lailu could think to say. And then she reluctantly turned and started to climb the cliff. Apparently, it was her turn to be bait.
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RYON’S REQUEST

Lailu dragged the corner of her apron across her sweat-soaked brow. The whole kitchen blazed hotter than a raging phoenix as her Starling Volan stove worked overtime, all the burners turned on full blast. Tomorrow was the first day of the Week of Masks, the largest holiday in all of Savoria. People slept through the day and reveled through the night, chasing away the year’s demons with parties and feasts, costumes and masks. Lailu and Slipshod had promised to cater a meal for Lord Elister’s grand opening party celebrating the start of the festivities.

Lailu tried hard not to think about the party, about the extravagant guests and, most terrifying of all, Lord Elister himself. He was the royal executioner, and the man who essentially ruled the country right now until the young king came of age. Instead, she focused on the only thing she could control: making the best griffin feast any of those swanky aristocrats had ever tasted.

Hannah, Lailu’s best friend and roommate, swept into the room. “Whew, it’s warm in here.” She flopped onto the kitchen’s only chair, her teal skirts spreading around her like a wave. “That family of four just left,” she added, adjusting the ugly comb in her long black hair. “Finally.”

Lailu nodded, barely looking up from her cutting board.

“I flipped the sign to ‘closed,’ ” Hannah went on, “and I picked up a letter for you.”

“A letter?” Lailu wiped her hands on the front of her apron. “Who sent it?”

“A secret admirer.” Hannah pulled a small folded paper out from her bodice. “And by secret admirer, I mean Greg. Naturally.”

Lailu’s face burned. “He’s not my secret admirer.”

“True. It’s no secret.”

“You’re being silly.”

“Is that so? Then why did he send you a love letter, hmm?” Hannah’s dark eyes twinkled.

“He did not!” Lailu snatched the paper, her face now so hot she was pretty sure she could cook over it. She opened the letter and read quickly.

Lailu—

Remember that time I helped you take down a dragon? And then helped you cook it? And even helped you serve it up to almost the entire gang of elves? Oh yeah, and stuck around to clean up afterward? Because I sure do!

I also remember a little, tiny promise you made. I think the words “Lailu owes” and “favor” were used together.

Guess what? I’m calling it in. Sunrise hunt on the Third Day of Masks. I’ll pick you up.

—Greg

P.S. Don’t make any plans for the street festival, either—I’m going to need a cooking assistant.

“Oh . . . no . . .” Lailu groaned and crumpled the paper.

“So I take it, not a love note?” Hannah asked innocently.

“Like you didn’t read it.”

Hannah grinned. “What do you think you’ll be hunting?”

Lailu shrugged. “It just better not be fyrian chickens. Favor or not, I’m not going after those beasts again.” Still, she really did owe him—both a hunt and a cooking session, since he’d done both of those things for her.

Greg had been her rival all through the Chef Academy and was still her rival in the restaurant business. But he had also become . . . sort of . . . almost . . . her friend. Definitely not an admirer, secret or otherwise, but their relationship had certainly become more complicated after the events several months ago, when he’d helped Lailu save herself and Hannah from a gruesome fate involving a vicious gang of elves.

She shivered, a mixture of nerves and excitement running through her as she tried to guess what kind of beast they’d be after. It had to be something challenging, or why else would Greg be calling her in as backup?

Knock-knock.

Lailu frowned at the back door. Almost no one came through that way, except the elves, but her next payment to them wasn’t due for another week.

She opened the door a crack, just wide enough to see a boy standing out there in dark clothing he’d done his best to make casual, the neck of his shirt loose and his vest undone beneath his thick wool coat.

“Ryon?” Her heart leaped. He hadn’t been by Mystic Cooking since the night they helped rescue the kidnapped elves.

“The one and only.”

“Where the spatula did you go? It’s been months!” She would never admit it, but she was relieved to see him. More than relieved. Happy, even.

“I’ve been making myself scarce. Can I come in?”

“If you must.”

“What a delightful invitation. I have never felt more welcomed.” He made a show of stepping through her door, stopping when he caught sight of Hannah. “Resident thief Hannah,” he said, inclining his head.

“Former loan shark lackey Ryon,” Hannah retorted, rising from her chair.

Ryon’s eyes widened, and he threw back his head and laughed. “Good to see your wits are as quick as your fingers. But I really prefer the term henchman.”

“So I’ve heard. And I prefer the term . . .” Hannah hesitated.

“Hmm, I take back the quick wits comment.”

“Hey!” Lailu said. “Be nice.”

“Oh, it’s okay, Lailu.” Hannah looked Ryon up and down. “I might not know what term I’d prefer, but I’ll take thief over henchman or lackey any day.” Her smile was as sharp as steak knives as she added, “At least I’ve never been someone else’s lapdog.”

“I suppose I deserve that,” Ryon said.

“If you’re done insulting my friend, want to tell us why you’re here?” Lailu said.

“Maybe I just wanted to visit my favorite chef.”

“You’ve been gone months. Months, without a single word. And you expect me to believe you’re just now dropping in for a visit?” She crossed her arms. “I don’t buy it. What are you up to?”

“I’m wounded. I really did miss you.” He smiled.

Lailu found herself smiling too.

“And . . . I might need a tiny favor,” he added, pinching his thumb and forefinger together.

Lailu’s smile fell faster than a one-winged griffin. “Absolutely not.”

“I’ll tell you where I’ve been these past few months.”

Lailu debated, but in the end her curiosity got the better of her. “How about you tell me where you’ve been, and what you need, and then I’ll consider it?” she said carefully.

Ryon laughed. “You’re learning. I’m so proud. Okay, first I had some things I had to take care of after Mr. Boss’s sudden death, and it was important to keep a low profile. And then I’ve been living with the elves the past few weeks.”

Hannah gasped, then narrowed her eyes, giving Ryon the same kind of scrutiny she usually reserved for Slipshod.

“Why?” Lailu asked.

“I thought I should keep an eye on them, see how they were handling . . . everything,” Ryon said. By “everything,” Lailu knew he meant the discovery that their people were being kidnapped and drained of blood. There had been no casualties, but Lailu knew the elves did not tolerate insult or injury from anyone.

“Do they . . . do they know who was behind the kidnappings?” Lailu asked warily.

“You mean, do they know it was Starling?” Ryon snorted. “Obviously. They’re not stupid.”

“Then why haven’t they done anything to the scientists?” Hannah spoke up. “I mean, they were ready to cut off my limbs over a hair comb.”

“They don’t have any proof yet, and Fahr is trying to go through official channels. He’s worked hard to preserve peace with Elister. I don’t think he’s willing to throw that all away just yet.”

Lailu thought of Fahr, the beautiful black-haired leader of the gang of elves. She’d only met him a few times and didn’t know anything about him. But Eirad, his icy-eyed second . . . he didn’t seem like the patient type. “What does Eirad think of this delay?” she asked.

Ryon grinned. “You’re so clever. That’s exactly the favor I was going to ask you about.”

“I’m . . . what? Really?” Lailu blinked.

“Oh yes. Clever and very perceptive.”

“Don’t try to compliment her into helping you. That’s so sneaky.” Hannah frowned.

“It is, isn’t it?” Ryon’s grin widened.

“Sneaky and manipulative,” Hannah added.

“Both wonderful attributes I happen to be blessed with.” He winked.

Hannah’s frown deepened. “I see what you mean about the winking, Lailu. It is annoying. And you,” she pointed at Ryon, practically jabbing him in the chest. “You know Lailu doesn’t have any defenses against that kind of thing.”

“I do so,” Lailu protested.

“No, honey, you really don’t.”

“Let’s stay on topic,” Ryon said quickly. “What’s important is Eirad. I know he’s loyal to Fahr, but I don’t trust him, and I want you to help me keep an eye on him. I think he’s up to something.”

“What kind of something?” Lailu asked.

Ryon looked at her, his gray eyes serious. “Revenge.”

Crack!

Lailu spun around. One of her favorite pots had split, pieces of griffin and hot oil tumbling out to sizzle on the stove. “Oh, no no no,” Lailu moaned, rummaging around for an oven mitt and trying to rescue her doomed meal. “Hannah, pass me a clean pot. Ryon, grab me some towels. Hurry! This is a disaster!”

“It’s not that bad,” Ryon began.

“You don’t understand! This . . . this . . .” Lailu waved a hand in distress at her broken pot.

“It’s a terrible sign,” Hannah said quietly. “When something breaks the day before the Week of Masks, it means your life is about to be broken too.”

“That’s ridiculous. You just had the heat up too high,” Ryon said.

“This is a cast-iron pot,” Lailu said. “It shouldn’t break like that. This was no accident.” She bit her lip. “I never replaced Chushi’s shrine.” Her shrine to the God of Cookery had been smashed to pieces on her opening day by Mr. Boss after she refused to give him and his cronies free food. Of course, she and Slipshod had owed him a bunch of money. . . .

Maybe now her patron god was angry with her? Whatever the cause, Lailu’s stomach filled with a sick, squirmy feeling, as if her intestines had turned into snakes and were devouring her from the inside out. Nothing good would come of this; she was sure of it.

“Cheer up, Lailu. I need to go now, but I’ll see you at the feast tomorrow,” Ryon said.

“You’re going to the party?” Lailu asked.

“Naturally. I need somewhere to practice my dance steps.”

“Ooh.” Hannah clapped her hands. “Can you get Lailu to dance too?”

Ryon winked at her and then put a hand on Lailu’s shoulder. “Think about my words, okay?” Then he slipped outside, closing the door softly behind him.

“I’m not dancing,” Lailu said into the silence, but her heart wasn’t in it. She went back to cleaning up the mess on her stove and salvaging the rest of her feast, her thoughts on Eirad. Her pot had cracked at talk of his revenge. Maybe it wasn’t a bad sign at all, but a warning.
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RIVALS AT THE DANCE

Lailu!” Wren waved from across the crowded ballroom, her bright red hair standing out against the purple of her gown. Even with the silver cat mask over her eyes, there was no mistaking Starling Volan’s daughter.

Lailu waved back. It felt good to see a familiar face in the sea of people around her. She had been feeling lost amid all the bright colors and extravagant masks, even with Slipshod beside her. True, everyone had been eating their feast with enthusiasm, but she still didn’t feel like she belonged among these people. She could hardly wait to escape Elister’s fancy ballroom and fancy guests and get back to Mystic Cooking.

Wren slipped under elbows and around skirts until she reached Lailu. “I heard you tried Carbon’s newest invention,” she said breathlessly. “How was it? Was it amazing?”

Lailu grimaced. “It was . . . something, all right.”

“Fool things broke on us,” Slipshod said. “The lever stuck, right in the middle of a fight. I think Lailu and I will stick to more conventional chef’s tools from here on out.”

Lailu breathed a sigh of relief, then felt guilty at Wren’s crestfallen expression. “Er, no offense, Wren,” she added.

Wren shrugged. “Wasn’t my invention. Mama will not be pleased, though. She hates mistakes.”

“Oh. Well, she doesn’t have to know,” Lailu began.

“No, I’ll have to tell her. It’s sort of my job. Someone has to keep those scientists in line.”

“Is that what your mom has you doing these days, then?”

“Oh, that and other things.” Wren leaned in closer. “I’ve started working on my own inventions,” she confided.

“Really? I thought you wanted to be an actress.”

Wren tossed her head. “Kids’ stuff. I’ve given it up. Besides, inventing things is a lot more fun.”

“That’s great, Wren.” Lailu hoped Wren was happy with this choice, and that it wasn’t something she was doing just to please her mom.

“Unfortunately, my inventions do have a tendency to kind of burst into flames. But I’m working on it,” Wren added hastily. “I think I’ve found a way for Mama to keep an eye on—”

“Ladies and gentlemen!” Elister’s voice boomed from every direction, and all other noise in the room cut off, as if Elister himself had sliced the sounds with his infamous crescent-shaped knives.

“I’ll see you around, Lailu,” Wren whispered before scurrying off.

Lord Elister strode out into the middle of the ballroom, draped in a suit of the deepest crimson and wearing a black velvet version of the old executioner-style masks. Clearly he had taken the original purpose of the Week of Masks to heart—a week to ward off evil spirits. As someone who had earned the nickname “Elister the Bloody,” Lailu figured he’d want to take this week seriously. There were probably a number of angry ghosts trailing him.

For a moment Lailu felt his icy green eyes settle on her before sweeping the rest of the crowd. She tried to shrink back behind Slipshod. Elister had saved her life a few months ago, and he seemed to respect her cooking, but she knew he’d never forget how she’d tried to spy on him. And she would never forget how easily he’d killed two men in front of her.

Lailu’s breath caught as a tiny woman in a gown the color of pure gold moved to stand beside Elister, her snow-blond hair piled in coils and held up by her gleaming crown. Although Queen Alina rarely made public appearances, she was instantly recognizable. Only people from her home country of Mystalon had hair so blond-white or skin so pale.

After the old king died, Queen Alina had inherited the throne until her son was old enough to rule. But Lord Elister seemed to wield as much power as she did. Rumor had it they’d formed an alliance back when the old king first began to grow ill. Elister ruthlessly killed all rivals to the throne so Queen Alina’s young son would be the only option, and in exchange, she had given him power equal to her own.

Next to Elister, the queen looked almost like a child as she raised a hand and beamed at the ballroom full of people.

“I thank you all for joining me on this, the first day of the Week of Masks,” Elister said. “Later tonight you will all be graced with an unveiling of Starling Volan’s newest invention, but before that . . . dancing!” On cue, the musicians in the corner struck up a tune. The first day of the Week of Masks was all about chasing away fear and dancing with your demons, and the dance floor quickly filled with people ready to do both.

“All right, Pigtails, time for you to get out there.”

Lailu froze. “M-me? Dance? Out there?” She gazed out at the beautiful women in low-cut gowns of all colors and men in top hats and brightly decorated coats and cravats, their masks smiling and snarling at the world. Lailu looked down at her own outfit, a gold-and-black silk shirt belted over formfitting black pants—the finest things she’d ever owned, courtesy of Hannah. Still, she would stick out horribly in this swirling soup of colors and finery. She could not go out there. What was Slipshod even thinking? Stalling for time, she tried the first excuse that came to mind. “I don’t have a mask.”

“Don’t you?” Slipshod opened a sack and pulled out a pair of glittery golden masks. He passed her one. It was beautifully made, with long, sweeping griffin feathers that would frame the wearer’s face and little glass beads lining the eyeholes. Lailu recognized Hannah’s work immediately.

“But . . . but I don’t belong out there.” She couldn’t explain how she felt as out of place here as an appetizer in the dessert course.

Slipshod puffed out his chest. “Of course you belong. Lord Elister himself invited us.”

“Yes, but just to cook.”

“It’s never just to cook. Remember, I used to do this sort of thing all the time, back—well, back in the day,” he mumbled.

Slipshod never talked about his glory days, but Lailu knew he used to cook for the old king himself. He’d been the greatest chef in all of Savoria, coming up with new and unique recipes and literally writing the book on dragon cuisine. She still wasn’t sure what happened; the few times she’d gotten up the courage to ask, Slipshod had changed the subject and then been moody and silent for days afterward.

“Look, after the feast is when the cooks get to mingle. You know, brush elbows with the upper crust.” Slipshod ran a hand through his strangely glossy hair, then put on his own griffin mask. “Well, go on,” he said, giving her a gentle push in the direction of the dance floor.

Lailu stumbled a few steps forward, then halted. People danced and laughed all around her, the music swirling until her head swam with it and she thought she might be sick. She spun around, trying to find an exit, but she was surrounded by thrashing, twining limbs. There was no escape.

“Where’s your mask?” a boy asked.

Lailu turned. “Greg?” she asked. His curly hair had been tamed and stuffed under a shiny black top hat, but she still recognized her one-time rival turned sort-of friend, even under the fiery phoenix half-mask: Gregorian LaSilvian. Her heart beat faster. Which was ridiculous.

He tapped his mask, and Lailu hurriedly pulled her griffin mask down over her face.

“Definitely an improvement,” Greg said.

“And there’s my favorite chef.” A slender boy in a fox mask strode between a pair of exuberant dancers and bowed to Lailu, his dark hair pulled back into a low ponytail that brushed the shoulders of his sleek green shirt. As he straightened, he winked.

“Um, excuse me, we were talk—” Greg began.

“You don’t mind if I borrow her, do you?” Ryon cut in.

“Ryon? What are you do—oof! Hey!” Before she could do more than utter these words, Ryon had a hold of her hand and was dragging her farther onto the dance floor.

“I made a solemn promise to your friend that I would get you to dance.” Ryon’s other hand rested lightly on Lailu’s hip, and she squirmed.

“You didn’t promise her anything. You just winked.”

“Ah, but I take my winking very seriously.” He whirled her around in a circle. “Besides, if you must know, I ran into her again earlier this morning.”

“You did?” Lailu wasn’t sure how she felt about that.

“Oh yes, and we had a very illuminating conversation.”

Lailu felt even more unsure about that. “About what?” she asked nervously.

“Oh, family, friends, your excellent dancing abilities.”

“But I can’t dance!”

“Nonsense—you’re dancing right now.” He spun her around like a top and then dipped her backward and up again.

As much as she hated to admit it, it was fun. He twirled her around again, her feet flying like she was sprinting after a beast.

“And look! You’re smiling now too!” he said.

“I’m imagining I’m out hunting.”

“Whatever works.” He spun her so fast, the world became a blur.

She laughed in spite of herself, finally relaxing. One dance, she told herself. It can’t hurt, right?

And then she saw him.

Greg’s eyes met hers across the dance floor just as the song ended, his vibrant phoenix mask shadowing his expression. For some reason, Lailu couldn’t look away, until Ryon released her waist, then bent over her hand and kissed it.

Lailu gasped, surprised, Greg forgotten.

“Thank you for the dance, Lailu.” Ryon let go of her hand.

“N-no wink this time?” Lailu felt like she was strapped into Carbon’s harness again, her balance all off.

“No wink. I am in all seriousness. You’re . . . not a good dancer.”

“Hey!”

“But you’re a fun dancer, and that’s much more important.” With a final bow, Ryon weaved his way through the crowd just as the next song started up.

Lailu was frozen there a moment longer until an enthusiastic couple trod on her foot, and she realized the middle of the dance floor was not a safe place to stand still, especially when you were only five feet tall. Shaking her head, she pushed her way through, almost running right into Greg.

“Oh! Er, h-hey, Greg.” Lailu hated how her voice was all shaky. It was the dancing. It made her dizzy and confused and not at all herself.

Greg didn’t say anything, his face still beneath his mask.

“LaSilvian!” a lanky boy called out. He knocked into Lailu, bumping her backward, and clapped Greg on the shoulder.

“Um, excuse me?” Lailu said, staggering back.

The boy glanced over, his mask—a painted and bejeweled dog face—laughing at her. “Who are you?” he asked coldly, just as another boy in a dog mask trotted over. It was like facing down a pack.

“I’m Lail—”

“She’s just the chef,” Greg interrupted. “So maybe she should get back to cooking, yeah?” Greg’s brown eyes were dark as he looked at her, the eyes of a stranger.

Lailu took a step back, then another, and Greg turned, laughing at something one of the boys in dog masks whispered in his ear. Lailu’s vision blurred, and she stumbled away.

She reached the doors at the far end of the room, grateful for her mask. It hid the tears spilling out of her eyes. Not that she was crying—it was just the heat. It was just really hot in here. She didn’t care if Greg was a jerk. She knew he was a jerk. She’d always known.

She tried to open one of the doors, but a man staggered in front of her, blocking her in. Lailu’s hand reached for her chef’s knife before she recognized Carbon’s bowl of a hat.

“You have to tell Starling that my invention worked perfectly,” Carbon slurred. His breath stank of fermented grapes, his eyes bloodshot and watery beneath a crooked white mask.

“But . . . it didn’t work perfectly.” Lailu inched away from him.

“No, no, no. That’s not true, not true. You must not have been using it right. I can help, I can—”

A man seized Carbon roughly by the shoulder. “Go away, pawn.”

Carbon looked up into cold blue eyes, half-hidden behind a black domino mask, and blanched, his face turning the color of his own mask. “Y-you. You wouldn’t d-dare do—”

“Wouldn’t I?”

Carbon threw one last frightened look at Lailu before scurrying away.

“Eirad?” She couldn’t believe it. Eirad, the elves’ second-in-command, here at Lord Elister’s party? Even though his long, pointed ears were disguised beneath a black top hat, there was no mistaking those impossibly sharp cheekbones, the elvish point of his chin. But from far away, Lailu could see how he would fit right in here, his whole outfit designed to blend, from the simple but elegant cut of his peacock-blue coat to the subtle gray cravat.

“That one is weak,” Eirad sneered. “Even Lord Elister’s pet scientist thinks so. I’d be doing her a favor getting rid of him.”

“What are you doing here?” Lailu asked carefully, remembering Ryon’s words.

“Working.”

Working? Coming from someone like Eirad, that sounded quite ominous.

“Ladies and gentlemen, a moment of your attention, if you please.” Elister’s voice boomed all around the room, and Lailu was forced to put the puzzle of Eirad away for now. Starling Volan’s presentation was about to begin.
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STARLING’S DEMONSTRATION

Starling Volan swept into the middle of the rapidly clearing floor. She gazed out at the crowd, her head thrown back, her red hair tumbling from a low ponytail. Beneath her dainty bird mask, her smile was wide and triumphant.

“Good evening, lords and ladies. Your Majesty.” Starling inclined her head toward the queen. “Tonight you all bear witness to something . . . game-changing.” She glanced at Elister. Even from this side of the room, Lailu could see the eager way he stood. “Tonight, you have the privilege of seeing our newest invention!” She spread her arms wide, the sleeves of her blue silk gown trailing around her like wings.

Carbon stumbled over, placing something small and boxlike into one of her outstretched hands. Starling fiddled with a knob on top, and a long, thin piece of metal extended out two feet. She hit a button, shifted a lever on the side, and with a flourish, held out the object for all to see.
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