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Praise for

A DASH OF DRAGON

    ★ “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 where the happy ending is certain but the path to it is enjoyably twisty.”

—Bulletin of the Center for Children’s Books

Praise for

A HINT OF HYDRA

“[Lang and Bartkowski’s] gripping tale is chock-full of adventure and action.”

—School Library Journal

“Solving the magical whodunit and battling against steampunk-inspired automatons easily reinforce Lailu’s heroism and allow for an engaging, self-contained adventure.”

—Bulletin of the Center for Children’s Books

“Lang and Bartkowski continue Lailu’s adventures in a world that cooks up magic, fantastical beasts, steampunk science, and a dash of murder mystery in a story that will attract readers who enjoy not only fantasy adventure but cooking TV shows, such as MasterChef Junior.”

—Booklist
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For Sean and Nick. Thank you for never doubting us, for supporting us on this wild writing journey, and for all the cake.
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SURPRISE VISITOR

Lailu scrubbed a thick coating of her own homemade finish into the mark burned onto her cherrywood floor. The scent of beeswax and wine filled the air, drowning out the sweet aroma of her cockatrice cooking in the kitchen. But no matter how nice it smelled, or how hard she scrubbed, the burn remained. Taunting her. Reminding her of Wren’s threat and her exploding spi-trons.

“One . . . two . . . three . . . die!” Lailu shuddered, remembering the way that creepy metal spider had chanted at her before exploding, leaving behind metal parts and the black streak now scarring her floor. Wren’s little present, which apparently was here to stay.

“It’s no use,” Lailu sighed, sitting back on her heels. “It’s not going away.”

“Well, I think it looks much better,” Hannah said. Hannah had been living with Lailu and helping out at Mystic Cooking for several months, but she had been Lailu’s best friend for far longer. They had grown up together in the same snowy little village in the mountains before chasing their separate dreams to Twin Rivers, Lailu to attend Chef Academy and Hannah to enroll in Twin Rivers’s Finest, a school for hair and fashion.

Unfortunately, school hadn’t worked out too well for Hannah, who couldn’t resist the temptation of all those glittery hair combs and had gotten caught “re-homing” one. Luckily, their sneakiest friend, Ryon, had noticed her light-fingered talents and had recently taken her on as an apprentice spy. Lailu still wasn’t sure what that entailed, and she preferred to keep it that way. Spying was trouble, but she was very glad Hannah had stayed.

“I doubt any of your hungry customers will notice a little scar on the floor,” Hannah continued. She took a sip of tea, then set her mug down on her table. “Not when they’re enjoying your tasty cooking.”

“Master Slipshod will notice.” Lailu’s former mentor had left Mystic Cooking to return to his old job: cooking for the king. However, he’d promised to drop in from time to time, and she didn’t want him to see how she’d already let the place get damaged, not after he’d just turned it over to her.

Hannah shrugged. “It’s not really his business anymore, is it?”

“I guess not.” Lailu tossed her scrub brush into a wooden bucket, then subtly stretched her hands, her fingers stiff and achy beneath their thick bandaging.

“Still bothering you?” Hannah’s forehead creased.

“It’s not so bad,” Lailu lied. She’d thrown one of  Wren’s spi-trons at Starling in self-defense. When it exploded, the blast had killed Starling and burned Lailu’s hands. The constant pain felt like a reminder, both of the battle she’d fought and the war to come. Lailu knew Wren’s attack last night was only the beginning, and she hoped her poor restaurant could handle whatever came next.

Lailu stood and stretched her back just as the bell over the front door rang.

A tall, well-dressed man entered the room. A man with the cold green eyes of a killer.

Lord Elister the Bloody.

Lailu’s chest tightened. “L-Lord Elister,” she greeted him. “Welcome to Mystic Cooking—”

“No need for pleasantries,” he said. “I’m not here to eat.”

Lailu gulped. She knew she was not his favorite person right now. Not after her hand in the death of Starling Volan, the talented scientist who had been working for him. True, Starling had been trying to kill Lailu and her friends at the time, but did that fact matter to someone like the king’s executioner?

Elister looked the restaurant up and down, his gaze lingering on the burn mark.

“Search it,” he said. Four guards swarmed inside, one of them stationing himself at the door while the other three made straight for the curtain that separated Lailu’s dining room from the rest of the restaurant.

“Hey, stay out of my . . .” Lailu stopped. This all felt eerily familiar. On her opening day, her restaurant had been invaded by both the elves and a shady loan shark. She hadn’t been able to stop them, either. She let her outstretched arm fall limply to her side and took a deep breath as the sounds of crashing and things falling came from her kitchen. Those guards weren’t just searching her restaurant; it sounded like they were tearing it apart brick by brick.

She glanced at Elister. His face was as expressionless as one of Starling’s automatons.

Until Lailu’s mother came storming through the door, her fury swirling around her like one of her brightly colored skirts. “Eli!” she snapped. “What is the meaning of this?”

Lord Elister took a step back, then caught himself. He straightened. “Lianna,” he said, almost pleasantly. “Since we appear to be dispensing with titles and formalities, I’ll get straight to the point. Mystic Cooking is a business with ties to the elves. As you well know, due to the pandemonium they caused on the final day of Masks and their ‘involvement’ in Starling’s murder, the elves have been banished from my city.” He glanced at Lailu when he said “involvement,” and she shuddered.

It was true that the elves had created fear and mayhem during the final day of the Week of Masks. Their magic had turned many of the citizens of Twin Rivers into the monsters they were masked as, but they had nothing to do with Starling’s death. Elister knew that, Lianna knew that, and Hannah . . . Hannah had also been there when Starling died. The only ones who didn’t know the real cause of Starling Volan’s death were the guards. So . . . who exactly was this show for?

“Therefore . . . ,” Elister drawled.

“Therefore what?” Lianna narrowed her eyes. “You’re not shutting us down. We don’t belong to the elves, we just owe them money.”

Lailu noticed how her mother said “we,” and her heart filled with warmth. Even if that warmth was surrounded by cold terror. Elister wouldn’t really shut her restaurant down, would he? Could he?

Of course he could. He basically ran this city. Technically he was acting as joint regent with the queen until the king came of age, but everyone knew he was the real power behind the throne.

“I’m not shutting you down. I’m just ensuring that no elves are being harbored here.”

“Why would we harbor any elves?” Hannah asked.

“Or anyone of elven descent,” Elister added pointedly.

Hannah looked away, her cheeks reddening. Ryon was half elf. It was supposed to be a secret, but Starling had found out, so clearly Elister knew as well.

“There’s no one here but us,” Lianna said, her face giving nothing away. “As I’m sure you know. This really isn’t necessary.”

“Perhaps it would be less necessary if there were someone I truly trusted nearby. Someone who still worked for me, for instance . . .”

“Oh, stop with the weighty pauses,” Lianna snapped. “You might intimidate everyone else, but you forget, I’ve known you a long time. And my work is here now.”

Elister studied her, taking in the apron tied over her skirts, the flour smudged on the side of her neck. “I see that. I suppose that is . . . understandable,” he said in a tone that suggested it was anything but. “Just as I’m sure you’ll understand that part of my work is to search every business that has a connection to the elves, just in case.” His lips curled back in a cold, hard smile. “For your own safety, of course.”

“Of course,” Lianna said blandly.

“And we’ll continue to enforce our ban by any means necessary,” Elister continued.

“Hey, there’s a trapdoor in here!” one of the guards in the kitchen called, followed by the sound of more crashing and then, a moment later, the tinkle of glass shattering from below.

Hannah gasped. “Your wine cellar!”

Lailu clenched her sore hands into fists.

“If you use this display of force with all the businesses, you won’t be making any friends on this side of town,” Lianna warned. Pretty much every business near Mystic Cooking had some connection to the elves, who lived in the Velvet Forest just outside of this part of the city and regularly loaned money to the citizens in the poorer districts.

“My job is to make the city safe, not to make friends.”

“Then maybe you should be more worried about this.” Lianna pulled a newspaper out from one of her skirt’s voluminous pockets and shoved it under Elister’s nose.

All Lailu could see was the back advertisement about LaSilvian’s special roast.

Elister snatched the paper from her hands. “I told them not to put that on the front page.”

“My lord.” One of the guards poked her head out from behind the curtain. “You’d better come see this. We’ve found . . . well. Something.”

Elister rolled up the paper and tucked it under his arm. He looked at Lailu over Lianna’s auburn head. “Is there anything you want to tell me?”

Lailu felt the color drain from her face like water from a colander. Was there something to tell him? Ryon did have a tendency to lurk around here. For all she knew, he was close by now. She really, really hoped he wasn’t, but if he was . . .

Lailu shook her head.

“Very well. Come.”

Lianna started forward.

“Not you,” Elister snapped at her. “Or you.” He pointed at Hannah. “Just Lailu.”

As Lailu followed Elister, she caught Hannah’s dark, worried eyes and wondered if it would be the last she saw of her.
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THE GENERATOR AND THE SPY

Lailu’s hand trembled as she brushed past her curtain into the kitchen. Her huge steam-powered stove, designed by the murderous—and now dead—Starling Volan, took up about a third of the floor space, and cupboards, pots, pans, and other cooking essentials took up another third, making the space in the kitchen pretty cramped. Normally Lailu found it cozy, but with Elister’s imposing presence and the guard hovering over her wine cellar’s trapdoor, it had become as claustrophobic as a hydra den. And as messy.

She had to step over several pots and pans, all heaped on the floor next to shattered dishes, and someone had left the stove door open. Lailu snuck a quick peek at her cooking cockatrice, glad that at least no one had destroyed that.

She turned her back on everyone and blinked away her tears. All of the damage in here was fixable. Even though she knew she’d never get it all back in place before the dinner rush began, she could deal with it when Elister and his minions left. Still. It felt like a betrayal.

Elister had saved her life in this very restaurant. He’d helped her when she was dealing with the backstabbing loan shark, Mr. Boss, and he’d complimented her cooking. She thought he at least respected her as a chef. But this treatment of her restaurant? It was unforgivable. It was as bad as Mr. Boss, and she’d never thought Elister would stoop that low.

“What is it, Seala?” Elister asked the guard.

“I don’t know. But it’s large, glowing vaguely bluish, and humming.”

Lailu turned away from her broken dishes. “The power generator,” she realized. Wren’s power generator.

Wren, Starling Volan’s daughter, had convinced Lailu to let her “modernize” Mystic Cooking with hot and cold running water and lights that would turn on and off with the flick of a switch, all thanks to the generator installed in Lailu’s cellar. Now that Wren wanted to kill her, coupled with the fact that Wren’s inventions had a tendency to be a little . . . unstable, that generator suddenly seemed like a terrible idea. Lailu could practically feel its malice throbbing all the way through the floor, and she wrapped her arms around herself.

She had to get rid of it.

“Shall we?” Elister said, jerking his chin at the open trapdoor.

The guard fingered the cuffs of her dark-red uniform, which seemed a little large for her. Maybe she’d grow into it; with her wide brown eyes and wispy hair escaping the tight professional braids, she looked barely older than Hannah. She eyed that dark square leading below and then turned to Lailu. “Chef!” She pointed. “You first.”

Lailu scowled. “That’s Master Chef Loganberry.”

“Exactly so,” Elister said. “Go first yourself, Seala. Unless you’re afraid to?” He glanced at Lailu. “Seala here is rather young and inexperienced, you see.”

The guard’s face tightened. She shot Lailu a murderous glare, as if Lailu had somehow set her up, before disappearing below, followed by Elister. Lailu sighed and reluctantly went down after them. The stairway was narrow and dark, but enough bluish light from the generator filled the room for them to see where they were going.

When Wren had first installed the generator a week ago, it hadn’t given off more than a gentle glow. But over the past two days that glow had gotten brighter and brighter. It reminded her eerily of Wren’s spi-trons and how their lights brightened right before they exploded. Just like the one that had killed Starling.

Lailu shook her head, pushing away the memory of two surprised green eyes caught in a glow of fire. Then she noticed her wine cellar. “What did you do?” She was shaking she was so angry. “You smashed half my bottles!”

The other two guards stood among the shards. “Don’t worry. We spared the LaSilvian,” one of them said. “Only a few of the Debonaire broke.”

“You carry LaSilvian now?” Elister said, raising his eyebrows. “Interesting.”

Interesting? All those smears of wine soaking into her cellar’s packed-dirt floor like blood and that was his comment? “Is this protecting your city?” she demanded. “Or do you not consider this to be part of your city?”

“Don’t worry, Master Loganberry. We will see that all damages are paid for.” Elister turned his back on her, studying the generator. “Did Wren make this?”

The generator took up all of the wall space next to Lailu’s icebox. Pipes stuck out of the top, sending out occasional bursts of steam, the whole machine humming continuously. When Wren had offered to install it, Lailu had pictured Mystic Cooking becoming the very image of a modern and revolutionary restaurant. Now, staring at it, the thing filled her with dread. Dread, and sadness.

Wren had been her friend back then.

“Yes, Wren made it,” Lailu said stiffly.

Elister nodded. “I recognize the design. One of her mother’s original creations. Such a pity.”

“Sir?” Seala called. “There’s something underneath it. It’s . . . moving.” She dropped her hand to the hilt of her sword, crouching to see better.

Click, click, click.

Cold terror shivered up Lailu’s spine. That noise sounded exactly like the clicking of one of Wren’s explosive spi-trons. But there was no way. . . .

Lailu moved closer, scanning the shadows beneath the hulking generator. Was that a glowing blue light? It moved, darting to the left, and Seala gasped.

One of the other guards moved in closer. “It’s under the icebox,” he said.

It moved again, farther back. Click, click, click. And then it vanished.

“Maybe it—ahh!” Seala fell back as something black and metallic shot out from beneath the generator, its long spindly legs extended toward her.

Lailu grabbed one of her intact wine bottles and smashed it on top of the metal creation, slamming it into the ground in a shower of wine.

Click! Click! Its legs trembled and jerked as the gears in its back crunched around the shards of glass, its single eye glowing the same eerie blue as the power generator. Aside from the clockwork gears and the many-jointed legs, it looked almost like a giant beetle, about the size of a frying pan.

“An elven spy.” Seala pushed herself to her feet. “Should we arrest the chef?”

“Hey, I just saved you,” Lailu said.

“From a trap you set.” Seala’s eyes narrowed to ugly slits.

“What?” Lailu looked down at the broken wine bottle in her hand. “I sacrificed one of my best wines for—”

“Stop,” Elister commanded. “Both of you. Obviously this is science, not magic.” He sighed. “Much less predictable. Unfortunately.”

“But, sir,” Seala began.

“We’re leaving. Grab the beetle.”

“Wait!” Lailu flung her arm out to stop them. “Last time Wren sent one of those . . . it exploded.”

“Intriguing.” Elister glanced at the guard, who had backed away from the spi-tron. Scowling, he grabbed the clockwork creature himself.

Lailu threw up her arms.

Nothing happened.

Elister wrapped his new pet in the folded newspaper he’d taken from Lianna and headed up the stairs, trailed by his guards. Seala paused at the bottom of the steps, blocking Lailu. “Just so you know, I didn’t need your help.”

“Are you sure about that?” Lailu asked.

“I didn’t need to go to a fancy academy to learn a thing or two. Don’t think I don’t know exactly what you were doing.”

Fancy academy? Lailu scratched her head. “Um, what was I doing?”

“Don’t play innocent. You were trying to make me look bad in front of Lord Elister.” Seala’s scowl grew uglier, darker. “It won’t work.” She stomped up the stairs and slammed the trapdoor closed, leaving Lailu in the semi-darkness.

Lailu sighed. She had enough enemies already.

She spared one last glance for the generator, pulsing behind her. It did not seem safe, and the fact that a spi-tron had managed to hide beneath it made her feel about as secure as a lopsided cake. She’d prefer it openly attack her like last time, rather than scuttling around in the dark, doing the gods only knew what.

Lailu shivered and made her way up the stairs. One way or another, she’d have to get rid of that generator, or she was afraid she’d end up going the same way as Starling.
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EMPTY HOUSE

Lailu almost managed to forget that morning’s encounter with Elister as she lost herself in the joy of cooking. The previous week, Master Slipshod had made her a special marinade for her cockatrice, and now the air was filled with the scent of expertly seasoned, freshly baked meat. Ah, it was going to be a delicious feast!

“Lailu?” Hannah stuck her head around the curtain, her long black hair pulled up into an intricate bun and secured with a fancy silver hair comb. “We have a problem.”

Lailu followed Hannah into the dining room and immediately saw what she meant. Most days her restaurant was nearly full at this time, but today for some reason there were only three groups of customers, and none of them looked very happy.

Then Lailu heard voices outside.

“If you’re really not an elf, then take off your hat.”

Lailu rushed to the door. Two guards in dark-red uniforms were blocking the entrance to Mystic Cooking. One of them flipped the hat off the head of a middle-aged man in an expensive three-piece suit.

“Look at that,” the other guard said. “He’s not an elf after all.”

“My mistake.” Both guards laughed.

The man picked up his fallen top hat, dusted it off, and put it back on his head. “Do you have any idea who I am?” he sneered.

“You can’t be anyone too important if you’re eating at this dump,” one of the guards said.

“Hey!” Lailu snapped.

The guard turned and smirked at her, and Lailu realized it was Seala.

“We’ll need to check your wife, too,” Seala added. “Make sure you’re not trying to escort an elf inside.”

“I can’t even believe this,” the woman said. “Elf? Me?” She shook her head. “Let’s go, darling. We don’t have to put up with this . . . this treatment.” She glanced at Lailu and sniffed.

“It’s not my—” Lailu began, but the couple had already stormed off. “Fault,” she whispered, her heart sinking to her boots. How many customers had these horrible guards chased away tonight? “Why are you here?” Lailu demanded.

“Lord Elister’s orders,” Seala said. “He wants guards stationed here around the clock.”

“We’re to keep out the elves by any means necessary,” her partner added, “for as long as is necessary.” He held out a piece of parchment with Elister’s signature and seal stamped at the bottom.

Lailu shook her head. How many more customers would they scare off tomorrow and the next day? She had opened up Mystic Cooking so everyone could dine like a king even if it was just for a day. But without a steady stream of customers, she didn’t know what would happen to her restaurant.

Lailu clenched and unclenched her aching hands, but she could feel the customers inside watching her. They still needed to be fed. She only hoped that more would be willing to come through. Lailu stomped back to her kitchen to work, her eyes watering. Here she’d thought it would be the scientists or possibly the elves at war with her, not the rulers of the city itself.
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“It wasn’t all bad,” Hannah said, breezing into the kitchen hours later and flopping down on the one chair.

Lailu grunted.

“I mean, at least some customers showed up.”

“Not enough.” Lailu scowled.

“Maybe more will make it through tomorrow. But in the meantime, don’t you have a date with Greg tonight?” Hannah wiggled her eyebrows.

“Hunt!”

“Same thing, for you. What are you going to wear?”

“Hunting clothes, obviously.”

“Better be warm hunting clothes!” Lianna called from the dining room.

“I swear her hearing is getting better and better,” Hannah whispered. “Well, what are you hunting?”

“Greg said it was a surprise.”

“He sure does love his surprises. Any hints?”

“Apparently we’re going somewhere ‘darker than night.’ ”

“Oooh! How mysterious!” Hannah clapped. “And romantic.”

“It is not.” Lailu remembered again the feeling of Greg’s hand holding hers as they watched the fairy lights. . . . Her face burned, and she turned away before Hannah could notice.

“Someplace darker than night . . . ,” Hannah mused.

“A cave.” Lianna ducked into the kitchen carrying a tray full of dirty dishes. “I’ll get these washed for you,” she told Lailu.

“I can do it.”

“What good is having your mom around if she can’t even help take care of you?”

Lailu remembered how her mother had told Elister that her work was here now. Lianna had been one of Elister’s spies for a long time; they’d had a bit of a falling out after Starling’s death—Lianna didn’t think Elister handled it well—but Lailu had always assumed her mother would flit off again on another one of his missions. But maybe those days were gone for good, and she was here to stay.

“I’m glad you’re around,” Lailu blurted.

Lianna smiled. “Me too, honey. Now, go grab some sleep. You look like you’re about to fall over.” She bustled around the kitchen, filling a tray with two bowls and heaping a generous portion of cockatrice into each.

“That looks like you’re making more dishes dirty,” Lailu said.

“Oh, this? I’m taking food out to the guards.”

“You’re what?” Lailu gaped. “Why? Why would you do that?”

“Because when you’re hunting, it helps to use good bait.” Her mom grinned. “Right?”

“We’re hunting the guards?” Lailu said. “I know you’re mad at Elister, but that seems a little extreme.”

Her mother laughed. “It’s just an expression. Hannah understands.”

Lailu glanced at her friend, who nodded.

“Is this like all those other times you made me give away free food?” Lailu asked. Hannah had spent their opening week promising people free appetizers and full-course meals, despite Lailu’s objections.

“Sort of like that,” Hannah said. “If the guards like you, they’ll maybe be nicer.”

Lailu thought of Seala’s furious expression. “Good luck with that,” she said sourly. “Wake me when Greg gets here.” She stomped up the stairs and into her room above the restaurant. Her head had barely hit the pillow before someone was shaking her awake.

“Honey, Greg is here.” Lianna placed a lantern on Lailu’s nightstand.

“So soon?” Lailu mumbled, squinting against the sudden light.

“You’ve been asleep for two hours. I’ll tell Greg you’ll be right down.”

Lailu sat up and yawned, her jaw cracking. She stumbled out of bed, got dressed, and then rummaged through her hunting chest. She selected two of her larger chef’s knives, both keen-edged and almost as long as her forearm, with slender handles. They fit into specialty sheaths that she strapped to her legs; a knife belt would be no good if she was crawling around in tunnels. After a moment’s debate she slipped a pair of weighted steak knives into her boots too, just in case, then grabbed her rope, her grappling hook, and a coat and headed downstairs and out into the cold, where Greg was waiting for her.

Normally, Greg’s unruly curls were jammed under a fluffy white chef’s hat, but in the last week the weather had gotten so cold that he had traded his white puff for a warmer knit cap. His wool coat and trousers were as dark as hers, and he had his hunting gear slung in a bag on his back. Lailu was relieved to see several torch heads poking out, but no climbing harness.

This was the first time she’d seen him since the night of the Fairy Lights, the night they’d held hands, and for a second she felt almost shy. Until she realized he was chatting with the new guard posted at her door.

“I still can’t believe it,” the guard was saying. “You’re the Gregorian LaSilvian! Youngest master chef in over two centuries!”

Lailu bristled at that comment. “Ahem!”

The guard ignored her. “I was there on your opening day! I proposed to my wife there, and she said yes.” He dug around in his pocket, then pulled out a very wrinkled newspaper.

“Is that the article about my opening day?” Greg asked. “And you just had it in your pocket . . . ?”

“Oh, I carry it with me everywhere. Just in case. Can you sign it?”

Greg glanced warily at Lailu. She scowled.

“I don’t have a quill,” Greg said.

“I do!” The guard pulled one out of his other pocket and thrust it at Greg.

“Seriously?” Lailu sighed as Greg took the quill and paper. “We don’t have time for this.”

“To Jonah,” the guard instructed, looking over Greg’s shoulder. Greg signed and passed the paper and quill over, and then finally he and Lailu headed out into the night.

Lailu shook her head.

“What?” Greg jammed his hands in his pockets. “Lailu, he had a quill. And the article. That he carried around. Just in case he ran into me. How could I say no to that?”

“Like you didn’t love every second of it,” Lailu muttered. “Do you know how many customers that guard has chased off?”

“I wanted to ask you about that. What’s going on?”

Lailu told him about Elister and his plan to keep the elves out “by any means necessary.” When she finished, Greg was silent, the only sound their feet crunching on the cobblestones as they approached the last of the poor houses. These were the ones with broken glass, or no glass at all, and missing shingles. The ones separating the city from the elves’ forest. There was no outer wall here, nothing to protect the people who lived here, the families who had spilled outside the original outskirts of Twin Rivers decades ago.

Lailu’s steps slowed as she reached the end of the road. It stopped a few feet from the nearest house, the cobblestones ending abruptly as if whoever had built it planned to come back and expand it someday. Past the end of the road, there was a cleared ring of about five feet with nothing but grass and a few shrubs, and then the first slender trees of the Velvet Forest began.

Clouds obscured the moon and most of the stars, but Lailu could still make out the white sign wedged firmly into the ground a foot in front of the nearest tree.

“That’s new,” Greg whispered.

Both of them headed toward it, walking so close their shoulders brushed.

Lailu’s eyes traced the words carved forcefully into the pale wood:

Elves Be Warned,

You are officially banished from these premises. The punishment for trespassing is death.

Signed,

Lord Elister

Protector of Twin Rivers

Just past that tree stood a second sign, this one facing out toward the city. It read:

Humans Be Warned,

You are officially banished from these premises. The punishment for trespassing is death.

There was no signature on this second sign. None was needed.
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DARKER THAN NIGHT

Lailu kept glancing back as she and Greg left the signs behind and stepped into the Velvet Forest. She could feel the trees looming over her, the grass swallowing her footsteps like it was trying to erase her presence.

“Why do you keep doing that?” Greg asked.

“Doing what?” Lailu glanced behind her.

“That.” Greg looked back. “See? Now you’ve got me doing it!”

“They said the punishment for trespassing here is death.” Lailu shivered. The trees seemed to be more alive than usual, the rustling and whispering of their branches reminding her uncomfortably of the soft hum of the generator lurking beneath Mystic Cooking. She would have turned around and left after seeing that sign, except they really needed the cooking materials.

“We’re not really trespassing.” Greg hunched his shoulders. “The cave entrance is only a few feet into the forest, so I don’t think that will count.”

“So it is a cave hunt.” Her mother had been right.

“Of course it’s a cave hunt. What else could it have been?”

“Well, if it was so obvious, why didn’t you just say ‘we’re hunting in a cave’?” Lailu said irritably. “Why all the ‘darker than night’ nonsense?”

“Maybe it was a test.” Greg gave her a sideways look. “Trying to keep your brain sharp, now that you’re not in school.”

“My brain is always sharp.”

“Oh yeah? Did you figure out the clue? Or did Hannah?”

“Actually, it was my mother.”

Greg smirked.

“Whatever.” Lailu scowled. “I would have figured it out too.”

“Oh, yeah. Sure.”

“I would have!”

“I’m not disagreeing.”

“Yes, you are! You’re making that face and using that tone, and, and . . . Just tell me what we’re hunting already.”

“Fine. We’re hunting a raegnar.”

She froze, her breath catching. “A raegnar? Here?” Giant bearlike creatures, raegnars didn’t have any eyes, relying instead on an impossibly good sense of smell and an ability to read even the slightest of vibrations in a cave floor or wall.

“Slipshod said it attacked two people on the edge of town a few days ago. According to the papers, Elister has been too busy to send a contingent of heroes after it.”

“The papers said that?”

“Yep, this morning, right on the front page and everything.”

Lailu thought of the paper Elister had snatched out of her mom’s hands. “I don’t think Elister wanted people to know about the attacks,” she said. At Greg’s questioning look, she explained Elister’s furious reaction in her restaurant.

“Yeah, my uncle was pretty surprised to see it in the papers too,” he admitted.

“But . . . why? It seems like important news.”

Greg shrugged, but he was making a weird expression. Like he wanted to say something and didn’t want to say it, all at the same time.

“Spit it out,” Lailu said.

Greg sighed. “Fine. I think Elister believes people are scared enough right now without worrying about random raegnar attacks. Especially the people on the outskirts.”

“You mean the ones he’s been hassling with all those guards?”

“You mean protecting with all those guards?”

“I meant what I said.”

Greg frowned. “He’s trying to keep order, Lailu. That’s all.”

“He’s trying to prove some sort of point.”

“Oh yeah? And what’s that?”

“That he can go in and do whatever he wants, and none of us can stop him.” She thought of the way his guards had rifled through all her stuff and broken her wine bottles. Bottles Elister had then replaced, which meant it was just for show the whole time. “He’s trying to make us feel powerless,” she realized. That was probably the real reason he didn’t want everyone to know about the raegnar attacks; those attacks showed he didn’t have control over everything. “And I think he does want us to be scared,” she added.

“And why would he want that?”

“Because powerless, scared people are easy to control.”

Greg shook his head. “I think this forest is getting to you.”

“That’s not it, Greg,” Lailu said.

Greg pressed his lips together, his expression skeptical, and Lailu sighed and let it go. There was no way he’d understand anyhow. He’d grown up on Gilded Island. Things were a lot different there.

In silence, they picked their way through a large clearing, stopping next to a pile of rocks that had been stacked as a marker. Behind them lurked a giant hole in the ground that Lailu knew opened into a cave big enough to swallow her entire restaurant.

Lailu and Greg had been inside it once before when Master Sanford, Lailu’s favorite teacher at Chef Academy, took her class out here on a field trip to study proper cave-hunting techniques.

“This cave isn’t the problem,” Master Sanford had said as they dropped into the dark beside him. “Lots of space to move around, and some of the beasties that live here make a mighty fine roast. But just be sure you don’t get lured too far in.” His single blue eye had caught the light from his torch, gleaming as he fixed it on each and every one of them.

“Why not?” Lailu had asked.

“Because this cave narrows into a tunnel that extends for miles beneath the ground, branching off like the veins in your arms. If you turn down the wrong branch . . .” He’d plunged their torch into the dirt at his feet, the flames sputtering and going out. Sudden darkness had pressed in on all sides, so dark Lailu couldn’t tell if her eyes were open or closed. So dark she could imagine all the things that lived in it moving closer . . . things that didn’t need to see to hunt.

“You think this is dark?” Master Sanford had laughed, the sound echoing off the rocks and bouncing around them. “This is a walk through a sunlit meadow compared to those tunnels. So don’t you go wandering off now, you hear? You all stay close.”

Lailu had stayed close. So had everyone else.

She blinked, letting the memory fade away.

The Velvet Forest around them kept silent watch over the field and the nighttime. “How far in are we going?” she whispered.

Greg smirked.

“And if you call me ‘chicken,’ I’ll truss you up and throw you in by yourself,” she added.

Greg’s smirk wilted. “You are no fun.” He pulled out one of his torches but didn’t light it yet. “And we won’t be going in far. It should be in this first outer cave.”

The longer she stared at the opening to the raegnar’s lair, the colder she felt. It seemed to suck in the light of the moon and give back none of it. “So, what’s the plan?” She glanced sideways at Greg. “You do have a plan, right?”

“Last time I left the planning up to you, you made me into bait for a charging hydra. Of course I have a plan.”

Lailu smiled, remembering their last hunt together when they took down a large seven-headed hydra. “That’s the fastest I’ve ever seen you run.”

“You know, there are only two times I see you smile: when you’re cooking and when you’re thinking about me suffering,” Greg grumbled.

“You forgot one.” Lailu’s smile widened. “When I’m hunting.”

Greg laughed. “Speaking of, look what we have to work with.” He opened his bag. “We have torches.” He pulled them out. “Rope, a net—pre-made, I might add.”

Lailu took the net from him, letting its silky strands slide through her fingers. “Is this Aracillian silk?” Aracillias were super rare, and their silk very expensive. But the rope made from it was the lightest and strongest that any chef could ever ask for.

Greg nodded. “Just arrived from Mystalon traders three days ago.”

“I kind of hate you right now.”

“Don’t hate me yet,” Greg said. “Just wait until you see this last surprise.” He reached in his bag and pulled out a large chunk of mottled grayish-green meat. It had been wrapped in something clear, but that hardly disguised its foul stench. “Bait.” He dropped it on the ground between them.

Lailu nudged it with her foot. “Is that what I think it is?”

“Yep. I got that orc meat specially for you. Like old times, eh?” They had used orc meat on the famous dragon hunt some months back. “All we’re missing is Hannah.”

Lailu eyed that deep, dark hole in the ground. “Probably better she’s not here,” she said. She tightened her pigtails. “What’s the plan, then?”

“We climb down there. We stalk the raegnar. And then we kill it.”

“You want us to stalk it? Through the dark?” Lailu thought of Master Sanford’s little demonstration again and imagined miles and miles of tunnels so deep even the dream of sunlight never entered. “I have a better idea.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Pass me a torch.”

Greg scraped a torch against a sparking pad sewn into the side of his bag, and it crackled with flame. “Pretty neat, right?”

“Is that from one of the scientists?” Lailu couldn’t help the accusation that crept into her voice.

Greg’s shoulders stiffened. “Not . . . exactly,” he hedged. He handed her the lit torch. “It’s . . . well, you know how some of them are branching out now, doing their own thing?”

“They are? I thought that wasn’t allowed.”

“Starling didn’t allow it, but without her around . . .” Greg shrugged. “Anyhow, one of them made me this. He seems nice enough. Pretty harmless.”

“I doubt that.”

“Yeah, you’re probably right. But this, at least, is a useful tool.”

Lailu couldn’t deny that. Still. “Let’s just hunt this thing and get home, okay?” She dropped her torch down the hole, showcasing the gouge marks of the raegnar’s large claws before landing at the bottom.

“So much for subtlety,” Greg said.

“I’m not really big on subtle.” Lailu took an iron peg from Greg and pounded it into the ground a few feet away. “Rope,” she called. He tossed her an end, and she quickly looped it around the peg, then tugged on it. Nice and tight. When she turned around, Greg was already disappearing into the ground.

“What are you doing?” Lailu asked.

“Hunting,” Greg said, shimmying further down the rope. “OBV.”

“OBV?”

“Obviously.”

Lailu scowled. “Well, obviously you’re doing it wrong. No wonder you always got lower marks in hunting class.”

“Not always.” He grinned, and Lailu just knew he was thinking of the time he made her into bait and got all the fyrian chicken eggs himself.

“Watch it, you.” She pointed her knife at him. “I’m not opposed to cutting your rope.”

“Great. That will just get me down faster.”

“Which would be a huge mistake.”

“Why?”

Lailu shrugged. “I know how good the raegnar’s sense of hearing is. Any tiny vibration, any little sound . . . like the sound of a torch hitting the ground . . .”

Lailu felt the ground shudder beneath her feet, and Greg’s face paled.

“Help,” he whispered. “Pull me up, fast.”

Lailu hauled up the rope as Greg climbed. He’d just cleared the lip of the hole when they heard snuffling from below.

Greg slid forward, stretching out on his stomach, and Lailu lay down next to him, moving as quietly as possible.

The raegnar was nudging the torch with its massive nose. It looked almost like a vole the size of a bear, with scaly dry skin instead of fur. Its sloped face was all nose, but Lailu knew it could open its jaw wide and inside would be plenty of teeth. It padded silently on all fours, its claws retracted like a cat’s. It lifted its long pointed snout in their direction, nostrils flaring.

The torch in the cave sputtered and went out.

“That can’t be good,” Greg whispered.
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LAILU’S TURN

Lailu and Greg both held their breath, peering down into the inky darkness of the hole, waiting.

Eventually a soft scraping noise echoed up from below, the sound of the raegnar retreating farther back into its lair once again. They were lucky it had fed recently, or it would have clawed its way up and out to investigate, and their perch on the edge of the cave would have been about as safe as one of Wren’s inventions.

Lailu slid back and stood, taking a few steps away from that opening. Just in case.

Greg followed her. “Did you see the size of that thing? Man, I’m glad we aren’t stalking it through the tunnels. What a terrible plan that was.”

“At least you can admit it. You’re just lucky I always have a plan.”

Greg chuckled. “I know. It’s why I keep you around.”

Lailu wondered if it was too late to shove him back down into the raegnar’s lair. “Rig up the net above the hole,” she said, “and then throw the meat on it. When he comes for the meat, we’ll drop down with the net and take him out.”

“That’s it?”

“Simple is always best.”

“That sounds too simple.”

“Your brain is too simple,” she muttered.

“What was that?”

“Nothing.”

“Are you sure? ’Cause it sounded like a vicious and unnecessary insult to me.”

“Oh, so you did hear me.” Lailu grinned and found Greg grinning back. She used to hate the way he’d tease her, but lately she’d started appreciating how she could tease back, how it didn’t feel like fighting anymore. It felt almost like a dance. He tossed her one end of the net, and they moved away from each other, pulling it between them like a fitted sheet across the hole. Despite the cold, sweat trickled down Lailu’s spine. Raegnars were not beasts to take lightly, but she knew this was a well-made net and Greg wasn’t so bad for backup. They could do this.

“Ready?” Lailu called out softly. The ground trembled beneath her boots. The raegnar was stirring again, unable to resist all the noise they were making so close to its home.

“Ready,” Greg whispered.

Lailu kept one hand firmly gripping the edge of the net and groped around next to her with the other. Her hand brushed against the edge of the orc meat. She picked it up, her fingers sinking slightly into its decaying flesh, the sickly sweet scent of it filling her nostrils. She wrinkled her nose and tried breathing as shallowly as possible. Trust Greg to find the grossest possible bait. At least her orc meat had been half-frozen.

She tossed the meat onto the center of the net, the ropes bowing under the weight. Greg kept his end held tight, and she adjusted her own grip, waiting. Any moment now.

It happened in an instant. One second there was nothing but a slight vibration in the ground beneath her feet, and the next, jaws like a land shark’s rose from the hole, snapping around the ropes holding up the orc meat.

“Now!” Lailu jumped down, still clinging to her side of the net, and tried not to think about how the battle would turn out if Greg didn’t do the same. She had to trust him.

The raegnar bellowed in rage as it tumbled backward, carried by Lailu’s and Greg’s weight on the net. Lailu felt like they were falling in slow motion, the air whizzing by, the ropes digging into her hands, the blackness swallowing everything. Then a sudden jerk as the beast hit the ground, taking the full impact of the fall, before her boots crunched on solid ground.

They were inside the cave. “Hold it!” Greg yelled, just as the net tore right out of Lailu’s fingers.

“Butterknives,” she swore. She couldn’t see anything, but she felt movement above her and ducked instinctively as something swished over her head. A raegnar paw, claws extended. She could picture it perfectly.

She drew her knife, trying to picture the rest of the creature. Every mystical beast had a weak spot, and the raegnar’s was just under his left rib cage.

“Torch!” Lailu yelled, ducking again and sliding to the side.

“I’m a little busy,” Greg panted, but a second later there was a whoosh, and his spare torch flared to life. Lailu had an impression of size, of bared teeth and raised arms and claws curved and deadly. She lunged in, not stopping to think, and shoved her knife between the raegnar’s ribs as it swung at her, so close its talon sliced off a lock of her hair before it staggered and collapsed.

Lailu rolled away, breathing hard. She flexed her fingers, her hands aching under their bandages. Not much she could do about them now.

“We did it,” Greg said.

Lailu looked over. He stood on the other side of their fallen foe, his hands on his knees. He’d lost his hat, and his hair stuck out around his head in a wild tangle of curls.

“See?” Lailu grinned. “My simple plan worked just fine.”

“If you say so.” Greg poked the raegnar with his foot. “No wonder it prefers darkness. This sure is one ugly beast.”

“If by ‘ugly’ you mean ‘delicious,’ then yes,” Lailu said, although secretly she thought Greg had a point. The raegnar’s huge form filled the better part of the cave, its tongue sticking out between teeth as long and jagged as steak knives. And now that they were closer, Lailu could see that it did actually have fur. In patches.

“You know, I think we’re getting a little better at these joint hunts,” Greg said.

“Maybe.”

“Maybe? Come on. This was almost too easy.” He grinned, his cheeks dimpling in the torchlight. “Even you have to admit we make a great team.”

Lailu’s chest filled with a burst of warmth, but she admitted nothing. The last thing she wanted was for Greg to think she agreed with him on anything.
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TRAPPED

Almost . . . there,” Lailu huffed as she and Greg hauled together on the rope. The raegnar scraped through the small hole and out onto the ground, and Lailu and Greg collapsed next to it, sweaty and exhausted. Overhead, the first faint streaks of light filled the sky, reminding Lailu of the soft pink of a lightly seared filet mignon. Maybe that was how she’d cook this raegnar.

“That was way harder than the actual hunt,” Greg said.

“It really was.” The raegnar had been too heavy to haul out of the cave using just the rope, so they’d had to rig up the net to help support it. But then it hadn’t fit through the hole, so they’d had to dig at the walls to widen them and then try again. And again.

Every muscle in Lailu’s body throbbed, but nothing compared to the ache of her hands, which felt like she was holding them in the oven. Still. This should provide enough meat for a week’s worth of meals, which meant it was all worth it.

“Hands okay?” Greg asked.

Lailu shrugged, and then almost jumped when Greg took one of her hands in his, gently massaging it.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“For what?”

“For not having a better plan.”

“I’m used to it. You never have a good plan.”

He laughed. “Your honesty is so . . .”

“Refreshing?”

“I was going to say painful,” Greg said. “But refreshing, too, I guess. At least I know where I stand with you.”

“My, my, isn’t this a cozy little scene,” Ryon said.

Lailu was instantly very aware of her shoulder against Greg’s, her hand in his. She sprang up, tugging her fingers free, her face blazing. “What are you doing here?”

Ryon seemed like a shadow come to life, his clothing in shades of green and brown, his long hair pulled back into a low messy ponytail that Lailu knew Hannah would hate. Her friend had a thing against ponytails. “I’m lurking in the forest,” he said.

“Truth,” Greg muttered.

Lailu thought of Lord Elister’s guards searching her restaurant. “Probably for the best,” she decided. “I think Elister knows about your heritage.”

“I guessed he would,” Ryon sighed. “I take it I’m not welcome in the city, then?”

“Not so much.”

“Ah well.”

“That’s it?” Lailu asked. “It doesn’t bother you?”

“It’s what I expected. It’s why I’ve been staying here with the elves.”

“And that’s been okay for you?” The last time Lailu had seen Ryon, he’d been upset with his elven brother Fahr for running the scheme that got the elves banished in the first place. Between that and the fact that Ryon didn’t get along with Fahr’s second-in-command, Lailu doubted his stay with the elves was very comfortable.

“It’s been . . . well . . . not the best.” His lips quirked in a crooked smile. “I’m not particularly welcome in the forest, either. But Fahr’s keeping an eye out for me, keeping me busy.”

“Doing what?” Greg asked suspiciously.

Ryon ignored him, crouching instead to inspect the raegnar. “Nice work. Although, technically, you’re both poaching.” His eyes glittered, his face suddenly much too elf-like for Lailu’s comfort. “You’re just lucky that I was the one who found you hunting here.”

Lailu shivered. Suddenly the trees felt like they had moved in closer, becoming their own kind of cave, just as dangerous as the one they’d escaped. “Maybe we should get out of here?” she suggested.

“I’d suggest so, and quickly. I don’t know what the elves will do if they find you here.” Ryon stood and brushed his hands off on his coat, then went still, his head tilting to the side.

“What is it?” Lailu asked.

“Nothing . . .” He turned in a slow circle, searching the trees. “Or something?”

“Not really filling me with a lot of confidence,” Greg said.
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