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1

The Mystery

The amount of sweat cascading down Gribbinsnood Flornt’s face was unbecoming of a baron’s butler, but the poor man had already dabbed his hairless head so many times his handkerchief couldn’t absorb another drop. It wasn’t the bright midday sun causing Mr. Flornt to perspire; if anything, the breezy mountain air was on the cool side. No, this was pure Fear Sweat. Which was understandable when a man like Gribbinsnood Flornt was entering a town like Bramstoke.

Bramstoke was the kind of place where they’d call a road “paved” if was littered with enough bones to step on as you crossed. The street signs there were actual arrows, sometimes with small animals still impaled upon them. Nobody in Bramstoke wore long-tailed black coats and pin-striped trousers, like the ones Gribbinsnood Flornt was wearing; they wore ragged vests made from the skins of things they’d killed, or hats made from the skulls of things that had died of natural causes but which they’d claim they totally could have killed. If one were looking to become embroiled in a dark and sinister mystery, wandering the streets of Bramstoke would be a fine way to go about it.

Unfortunately for Gribbinsnood Flornt, he was looking to get out of one. He was not a fan of mystery. Mystery went hand in hand with the Unknown, and Flornt was happiest when he knew exactly what would happen next. (Personally, I also love knowing things. It’s the whole reason I became a narrator—narrators know everything.)

No, Flornt craved predictability. Organization. Order. Having grown up with proudly unhygienic siblings who couldn’t be bothered to shake the ants out of the sheets after enjoying a bowl of cheese curds in the bed they all shared, Gribbinsnood Flornt wanted nothing more than to make the world a cleaner place. Which is why his current position as head butler for a prestigious Carpagian baron and his family should have been the ideal job for him. Give Gribbinsnood Flornt a gravy boat to shine, a tunic to fold, or a throne to de-lint, and he was a happy man. Unfortunately, his employer asked far more of him than dusting and mopping. How was Flornt to know, for instance, that his role as a nobleman’s butler would entail the seeking out of a bounty hunter?

A bounty hunter! The mere thought of such a person made his stomach knot up worse than the clots of tangled hair he so lovingly plucked from the baroness’s brush each morning.

But even if he had to hire a violent hooligan, Flornt wondered as he stepped over broken spearheads in the road, couldn’t he have at least done so in a nicer town? Truth be told, though, there weren’t any nicer towns nearby. Oh, there were plenty of lovely areas in the kingdom of Carpagia, but in Angbar Province? Not so much. Before moving to Angbar six months earlier, Flornt knew only three things about the place:


	It was almost all mountain.

	It was governed by the man who was hiring him, Baron Vargus Angbar, whose family had for generations been known as the most fearsome monster hunters in the land.

	It was teeming with monsters (see #2).



So Flornt wasn’t exactly jumping for joy that morning when the baron sent him on this particular errand.

“Why haven’t you left yet?” Baron Angbar had barked at him when he paused on his way out of the castle. “If you enjoy standing in one place for so long, I will happily nail your feet to the floor!”

“No thank you, Your Lordship,” Flornt had replied, trying to still his trembling knees. “It’s just—um, where exactly might I find a . . . bounty hunter?”

“Someplace where there are criminals to be hunted,” the baron huffed impatiently.

“And, um . . . where might that be?” Flornt stammered.

That was when Grymus, the castle guard, spoke up. “Try Bramstoke.”

“You have not yet earned the right to open that oversized toothtrap of yours,” the baron snapped at Grymus. “It’s your fault we’re in this mess to begin with.” Then he turned back to Flornt. “If I don’t see you across that threshold by the time I count to two, I will pull your toes off and sew them back on in the wrong order!”

So Flornt left. And now, after hours of trekking along meandering mountain paths, carefully avoiding hazardous rockslides and precipitous drop-offs, Flornt had finally arrived at his destination.

And yet, he still had no idea how to go about finding a bounty hunter. There were very few people on the streets, but he supposed he was going to have to ask one of them. Hmm, who seemed the least murdery? Not the hooded figure twirling a battle staff. And certainly not the man lugging a human-shaped sack over his shoulder. Ah, perhaps this fellow by the signpost, counting out a pile of coins in the palm of his—nope, never mind. Those were teeth. He was counting a pile of loose teeth.

Flornt tucked the tails of his coat into the back of his trousers for fear they might drag through something he’d rather not identify and hurried along the road. He slowed down as he reached a large building with axe-chipped walls and a flame-singed roof. A sign over the door read: Hunters Hall. For better or for worse, it seemed he’d found the right place.

He tried to peek through a window, but it was too grime-smudged. So he pressed his ear to the glass, which was disturbingly sticky, and heard shouting from inside. Then some kind of crash. And possibly the braying of a donkey. And then singing.

. . . with a stare cold as steel and a shout loud as thunder.

Villains cower at the sight of this fierce bounty hunter.

But the singing was not coming from inside the tavern. It was coming from around the corner.

Flornt unsuctioned his ear from the gummy windowpane and scrambled to peek around the building. There stood a young bard singing and strumming a mandolin. She wore shiny pink-and-gold-checked tights and a satiny rose blouse that shimmered in the sun. Sparkling glitter flecked her tawny cheeks and an array of short braids, each with a different color ribbon woven into it, waggled from beneath her floppy feathered cap.

All brigands, all thieves, burglars, and marauders

Will fall to her skill and her might in short order.

When she’s on the case, there’s nowhere to hide.

A giant once saw her and fell down and cried.

She’s hog-tied a dragon, dragon-tied a hog,

She carved up a man-eating tree into logs.

“Who did? Who are you singing about?” Flornt asked.

The bard held up a finger and sang on.

She tamed a wild phoenix, felled a troll with one hand.

All agree on the title of Best in the Land.

“Did that mean she used only one hand to beat the troll?” Flornt asked. “Or that the troll only had one hand? Because—”

When a countess is kidnapped, or a crown jewel vanishes,

When a genie has used up the last of its wishes,

When the treasury’s raided and the castle may fall,

There’s only one person the powerful call—

“Yes, yes, I understand,” Flornt said breathlessly. “This person is very impressive. Who is it?”

“Shh!” the bard hissed.

She of keen mind and blazing attack,

The queen of all hunters, the deadly Lilac!

“Lilac?” Flornt asked. “Is that a name? Or . . . ?”

The bard was still plucking out a crescendo of notes on her mandolin. When she finally finished, she took a grand bow and held out her floppy hat. Flornt offered some gracious applause, until he realized she was still holding out the cap. “Oh . . .” He untied the coin purse from his belt and found a copper piece for the bard.

“It’s not safe to show off your money like that, you know,” the musician warned.

Flornt glanced nervously over his shoulder. “So, um, this Lilac person,” he said. “She’s real?”

The bard gasped, offended. “Are you asking me if I made her up? Are you aware that a person can be ejected from the Bards’ Guild for spreading lies in song?” she said.

“No,” Flornt replied. “But that’s good. Because I need to see this . . . Lilac.”

The bard pointed down the dead-end alley behind her to a lopsided shack leaning against a tree.

“She’s in there?” Flornt asked. “But that place looks . . .”

The bard had vanished.

Flornt took a deep breath and walked to the shack. Sure, this place looked more like a troll’s outhouse than the headquarters of an elite bounty hunter, but that was probably because the “best in the land” had no need to show off. The crummier the building, the more skilled the warrior. That made sense, right? He opened the door—and it fell off its hinges.

“State your business,” said a young girl seated at a worm-eaten table.

Flornt staggered in an awkward waltz with the falling door, struggling to keep it upright. “Sorry, um, I seem to have . . .”

“It does that all the time,” the girl said casually. “Just lean it against the opening.”

She looked to be roughly fourteen, the same age as Baron Angbar’s daughter, Araminta. But that was where the similarity between those two ended. Where Araminta wouldn’t deign to leave her bedchamber without the proper number of petticoats beneath her gown, this young lady was clad in an unassuming gray tunic and . . . were those men’s trousers? Her chestnut curls were pulled back into a messy ponytail and not a touch of cosmetic adorned her copper-complected cheeks. As he sat, however, Flornt told himself he shouldn’t judge; he had no idea what the standards of appearance were for a bounty hunter’s secretary.

“Your business?” the girl asked again.

Flornt glanced around the candlelit room. He counted no fewer than thirty-seven stains he would love to get at with a good scrub brush. “I would like to, um, speak with the Lilac,” he said. “About a job.”

“The Lilac doesn’t come cheap.”

“Money is not an issue,” Flornt said. “I represent Baron Vargus Angbar. He would be the client.”

The girl’s green eyes brightened for a moment, then narrowed. “How do I know you’re telling the truth?”

From a coat pocket, Flornt retrieved a rubber stamp bearing the Angbar family seal: a spiked mace, dripping with blood.

Seeming satisfied, the girl dipped a duck-feather quill into a nearby ink bottle and held it over a sheet of parchment. “Talk to me.”

Flornt could hear someone moving behind a door at the back of the room. “Is that her? The Lilac?”

“Ahem. The job?” the girl pressed.

“Of course.” Flornt hoped he hadn’t offended her. He needed to find a bounty hunter quickly. With every passing minute the stolen treasure could be getting farther and farther away; if it was not recovered, it would be he who suffered the baron’s wrath. “As I said, I work for Baron Angbar. And, well, there’s been a theft. At Castle Angbar. Where Baron Angbar lives.”

“What was stolen?”

“The Emerald Axe of Angbar.”

“Wow, I’m already tired of writing ‘Angbar,’” the girl said, as she jotted down notes.

“Noble families, you know,” Flornt said apologetically. “They put their name on everything.”

“So I’ve heard,” the girl said. “Continue. An axe was stolen?”

“Not the kind someone would use for chopping,” Flornt explained. “It’s more of a . . . ceremonial thing. The Emerald Axe is a centuries-old heirloom that belonged to Baroness Vassilona Angbar, the original Angbar matriarch. It’s very important to the family. And priceless—the blade is solid emerald. Anyway, it disappeared from its display case this morning.”

“So, the baron needs to find out who stole his priceless heirloom?” said the girl, brushing a wayward ringlet of hair from her face.

“No, he knows who the thief is—it’s Runar the Unknowable. The baron needs someone to find Runar and get the axe back.”

“Runar the Unknowable, eh? Sounds wizardy.”

“Ah, yes,” Flornt said. “Of course, you know him.”

“How could I know Runar the Unknowable?” the girl replied.

Flornt stared for a moment, until he realized the girl must have been joking. Runar was perhaps the most well-known sorcerer in Carpagia. The man was famous—or infamous—enough to have had songs written about him. Flornt forced a laugh at the girl’s intended humor. “Yes, well, Runar has been tutoring the baron’s son in magic,” he said.

“Ah, so this is a family of wizards we’re talking about.”

“Dear me, no,” Flornt said quickly. “The baron is very much against the practice of the magical arts. To be honest, it’s a sore point around the castle—not that the Angbars, um . . .” He trailed off, unsure how much he should say about the topic of magic in the Angbar household. He didn’t want to spread gossip about his employers, but he feared he might incur even more wrath if it became known that he allowed someone to believe Baron Vargus Angbar was a magic user.

“The baron’s not a fan of the hocus-pocus,” the girl said, summarizing for him.

“Decidedly not,” said Flornt.

“Why’s he letting his son get tutored by a wizard, then?” she asked.

“The boy has his stepmother to thank for that. Baroness Hecatina has only been part of the family for a little over a year. She gives the children a lot of yeses where their father would give firm noes. The baron has not been thrilled about it.” Flornt immediately berated himself for being gossipy.

“Ah,” said the girl. “Does the baron give this Unknowable guy a hard time?”

“The baron gives everybody a hard time.”

“So, we could be looking at a revenge burglary. Steal something important to your victim just to hurt them. Unless it’s all about the money.”

“Well, Runar certainly dresses like he could use the money,” Flornt said. And berated himself again. “But I’m sure he’s being well compensated by the Angbars.”

“Hmm . . .” The girl sat back and read over her notes. “There’s an extra charge for cases involving magic.”

“That’s reasonable,” Flornt replied.

“Wait here.” The girl took her paper and stepped into the back room.

Flornt pulled out his handkerchief and quickly dusted her desk. He couldn’t help himself. The girl returned a moment later. “The Lilac will take your case,” she announced. Flornt nearly melted with relief. “Just sign here to make it official.” The girl pointed to a blank line at the bottom of her parchment, which was filled, top to bottom, with tiny, cramped handwriting.

“Oh,” Flornt muttered. He scanned the wordy contract. “The Lilac is hereby engaged in the employ of Baron Angbar . . . retrieval of the individual who absconded with the Emerald Axe of Angbar . . . fee will include a ten-percent sorcery surcharge . . .” Deciphering the minuscule letters made his head throb. And time was wasting. He dipped the baron’s stamp into black ink and imprinted the paper with the official seal of the Angbar family.

“Can I meet her now?” he said, his shoulders finally untensing.

The girl was busy slipping a long purplish cloak over her head. “Who?”

“The Lilac,” said Flornt.

“What do you mean?” she asked, tucking her hair under the hood. “You’ve been talking to me for, like, ten minutes.”

Flornt retensed. “You? But you’re just a—”

“Just a what?” She stared him directly in the eye. “Go ahead, say it.”

He didn’t. “Who were you talking to in the other room?”

The floppy-hatted bard from the alley popped through the doorway. “Oh, that would be me.” She took a bow. “Dulcinetta the Dulcet-Toned at your service.”

Flornt felt dizzy. “But—but you’re the one who sent me here! You two work together?”

“Netta’s going to follow me on the job and chronicle my exploits,” said the young girl who apparently was the Lilac. “It’s all in the contract.”

Smiling brightly, Dulcinetta pointed to one particular clause amid the tightly packed text.

“Don’t worry, she won’t get in the way,” the Lilac said as she plucked a fighting staff from a rack on the wall and gave it a twirl.

“It’s just that the Lilac’s relatively new to the bounty hunting scene,” Dulcinetta explained. “She needs to get her name out there, you know? That’s where I come in: her own personal bard! I follow her, sing about her successes, and—boom!—the jobs come rolling in. And look, it’s already working! ’Cause we got you—um, what was your name?”

“Gribbinsnood Flornt,” he mumbled.

“Oof, that’s gonna be a doozy to rhyme,” Dulcinetta said. “But I accept the challenge!”

Flornt ran his hands down his face. “I—I don’t understand,” he said to the Lilac. “Did she say you’re new to—? But all the things in that song! Did you really tame a phoenix?”

“Um, no,” the Lilac said. “But it’s definitely on my to-do list.”

“Hog-tie a dragon?” Flornt tried.

“I’ve seen a dragon,” said the Lilac.

“What about dragon-tying a hog?”

The Lilac turned to Dulcinetta. “Is that even a thing?”

Dulcinetta shrugged. “Sounds good, though, right?”

Flornt pointed a trembling finger at the bard. “You—you told me someone could be kicked out of the Bards’ Guild for lying in a song.”

Dulcinetta nodded. “Which is why I’m going to have to clean up my act once they finally let me into the guild.”

“Come on, Flornty,” the Lilac said, fastening a belt lined with leather pouches around her waist. She frowned. “Nah, Flornty’s not going to work. Snoody? No. Gribbsy! That’s the one. Come on, Gribbsy! Let’s go wizard hunting!” She strapped her staff to her back, tossed the loose door aside with a crash, and marched into the alley.

“Take a deep breath, Gribbsy,” the bard said to him. “The only reason I made some stuff up is because I haven’t gotten to see her in action for real yet. But she tells me she’s very good. So . . . no worries! Plus, you get a front-row seat to a personal concert by Dulcinetta, soon to be the most famous bard in the Thirteen Kingdoms!” She spun a pirouette and pranced away.

Gribbinsnood Flornt shuffled mournfully behind them. He should have just hired the guy with the teeth.
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The Sleuth

For someone not old enough to drink ale, the Lilac had been in her fair share of taverns across the Thirteen Kingdoms—the Stumpy Boarhound, the Skewered Seahorse, the Hairless Pigeon—and she’d worked out a general rule: the stranger the name, the rowdier and more dangerous the pub. So, she wasn’t all that concerned about a place called Hunters Hall. If anything, she was worried it might be too dignified to attract the kind of clientele she was looking for.

“Here?” Flornt squeaked as the Lilac reached to open the tavern door. “I hired you so I could avoid this place. It’s probably full of nasty-noos.”

“The whole town is! That’s the point,” said the Lilac. “Why do you think I crossed half the Thirteen Kingdoms to set up shop in a burg like this?”

“To get away from your parents,” said Netta.

“No,” said the Lilac, glaring briefly at her partner. “It’s because a bounty hunter tracks down people who do bad stuff. And ‘nasty-noos’ are the people you want to talk to when it comes to bad stuff.”

Flornt frowned. “You’re planning to ask a bunch of hooligans how to find Runar? Why didn’t I just hire them, then?”

Netta strummed her mandolin.

Could the Lilac defeat the poor attitude

Of the grumbler who’d hired her, old Gribbinsnood?

Flornt pouted. “I’m only thirty.”

“Oh,” said Dulcinetta. “I’ll change it to ‘bald Gribbinsnood.’”

“Let’s go shake down some ‘nasty-noos’ for dirt on our fugitive,” said the Lilac. She kicked open the door and strode in with her cloak swirling around her. She moved purposefully, her green eyes glaring from the shadows of her cowl, and her fingers hovering over the hilt of her staff in an unspoken “I dare you.”

Then came Dulcinetta, a prancing pink-gold harlequin, who strummed a twinkly mandolin tune and left a trail of glitter behind her.

The Lilac shrugged. Bards gonna bard.

She found herself faced with hoodlums and thieves

Scoundrels and cheaters with cards up their sleeves.

Would they swarm her or flee her? Retreat or attack?

Smart gamblers placed bets on the fearsome Lilac.

The Lilac was about to suggest that perhaps Dulcinetta not try to provoke fights with her lyrics, when she noticed there was no bar in this tavern. Nor any tables or chairs. Just a collection of sales stalls advertising wares like “Gopher Jerky,” “Harpy-Catching Nets,” “Owl Pellet Pies,” and “Gently Used Arrows: Fired Thrice, Cleaned Twice.” There were roughly two dozen such stands, all of which seemed to offer either supplies for dubious-sounding hunting trips or dubious-sounding foods made from the results of said hunting trips. A faded banner hanging against the rear wall read,

WELCOME TO HUNTERS HALL

Carpagia’s Premiere Market for Monster Hunters

and the People Who Love Them

“I don’t think this is a pub,” Dulcinetta whispered.

The Lilac sighed and called to Flornt, who was still huddled in the doorway. “You can come in, Gribbsy! It’s not scary!”

“Speak for yourself,” the butler said, walking past dirty-aproned butchers with bits of raw meat under their fingernails. “The food preparation here isn’t remotely sanitary.”

“Nor is it very monstery,” the Lilac said, glancing curiously at vendors selling “Mule Hoof Stew,” “Cockroach Kebabs,” and “Hamster Pâté.” The stalls offering “hunting trophies” were no more impressive—wooden plaques displaying the mounted heads of sparrows, shrews, and field mice. One displayed the head of a worm. It was pretty big for a worm, but still . . .

“You didn’t realize this place was a market, did you?” Flornt asked grimly.

“Neither did you,” said the Lilac. “And you’re the one from this kingdom.” She approached a stand labeled “Dragon Patties.”

“Are these real dragon meat?” she asked the scraggly-haired woman behind the counter.

“Nah, real dragon meat is too tough . . . or so I’ve heard,” the woman said. “But I cut my patties into dragon shapes, so technically the sign ain’t false advertising!”

The Lilac frowned. “Speaking of signs, what’s with that banner back there? ‘Monster hunters’? We’ve been here for days and haven’t seen so much as an angry hedgehog.”

“Oh, that sign’s something of a relic itself,” said the woman. “This place has been around for centuries. Dates back to the monster-hunting heyday of Angbar Province. Pickings are a lot slimmer these days. I guess all those Angbars up in the castle were a little too good at their job. Seems they kinda emptied the place out years ago. But they don’t tell that to the hunters who continue to trek up here from all over the Thirteen Kingdoms to make a name for themselves.”

“So, there are no monsters in Angbar Province?” asked the Lilac.

“No more than anywhere else,” said the woman. “A vampire here, a hobgoblin there . . .” She gestured toward a stall, at which a scrawny purple hobgoblin sat asleep on a stool, his bare feet resting on the counter alongside the fly-ridden trout he was selling.

“Why do all these hunters stick around, then?” asked the Lilac.

With a crusty spatula, the vendor tapped a poster on the wall. It read:

MISSING PARROT

If found, please return to Royal Palace.

REWARD: 50,000 Gold Pieces.

The Lilac gaped. That was the bounty for a lost bird? She had seriously undercharged for hunting a wizard.

“Maybe we make the wizard our second case,” Dulcinetta said, leaning over her shoulder. “Finding a bird should be easier than finding a sorcerer. And it pays way more, so—”

“Hey, ladies,” the vendor interrupted. “I think your sweaty friend just died.”

They turned to see Flornt on the ground. Dulcinetta squatted and fanned him with her hat.

“He’s not dead,” she said, helping the butler up. “Just fainted.”

“I never asked for any of this,” Flornt moaned. “Why am I involved with criminals and bounty hunters? I’m a butler! I just want to make things sparkle.”

“Same!” Dulcinetta said, batting her glitter-flecked eyelashes.

“It’s okay, Gribbsy,” said the Lilac. “Think about it this way: you’ve got a mess back at Castle Angbar, and by hiring me, you’re cleaning it up.”

“Am I though?” Flornt said, his ample forehead moist with perspiration. “Or have I made things worse? I hired someone with no experience! A child who named herself after a flower! Who just walked into the wrong place, for the wrong reason, asking the wrong questions . . . Serves me right, I suppose, for making a crucial decision based solely on song lyrics.”

“First of all, I’m named after the color, not the flower! All bounty hunters have a color in their names—it’s tradition.” The Lilac crossed her arms, indignant that this silly man with his jacket tucked into his pants would assume she didn’t know what she was doing.

But then . . . that wasn’t fair, was it? She had lied about her experience, after all. But only because no one would willingly hire a fourteen-year-old rookie bounty hunter—not without knowing about all the bold and daring deeds she’d already performed in her short life. But she couldn’t mention any of that stuff because no one would hire her if they knew who she really was, either.

“Okay, Gribbs,” the Lilac said gently. “We may have misled you—”

“May have?” Flornt interjected.

“But I know what I’m doing,” the Lilac continued. “Just trust me long enough to show you.”

Flornt stared at her with dead-set eyes and a flatline mouth. It was the same kind of look her father used to give her when she’d try to show him a one-handed cartwheel instead of reciting a list of dead kings from some history book. The Lilac didn’t care; she was going to impress this sad little cleaning man anyway.

She whapped her staff loudly against the floor, drawing everyone’s attention. “Listen up! I have reason to believe someone may have passed through here this morning to pawn off a fancy weapon. If one of you purchased it, I’ll pay double what you paid.”

“We don’t have any money,” Dulcinetta whispered.

“Not now, Netta,” she whispered back. Throughout the market, people were holding up all manner of hunting knives, longbows, spears, and sharpened twigs. “No, this is a specific weapon we’re looking for,” the Lilac called out. “Gribbsy, give them a description.”

Flornt blinked like a startled schoolboy who wasn’t expecting the teacher to call on him. “Um, it’s got a long thin handle,” he said. “And the, uh, blade is sort of squarish.”

“Ooh!” The dragon patty lady held up her spatula.

“And it’s made of emeralds,” Flornt added.

The woman threw her spatula out the window.

“Okay, let’s start over,” said the Lilac. “Has anyone heard of a wizard by the name of Runar the Unknowable?”

Literally everybody in Hunters Hall raised their hands (except the scrawny hobgoblin, who was startled awake and fell off his stool). The Lilac shook her head. “You all know Runar the Unknowable?”

“Everyone knows Runar,” said a slingshot salesman.

“But he’s unknowable! How . . .” She groaned. This was officially the least impressive criminal investigation ever. She glared at Flornt. “It might’ve been helpful to mention that my fugitive is, like, the most famous sorcerer in Carpagia.”

“I assumed you were aware!” Flornt said.

“We’re not from around here!” the Lilac snapped.

Indeed, the girl had crossed six of the Thirteen Kingdoms to get to Carpagia. And only partly to get away from her parents. She also traveled that distance because carving out a reputation as a bounty hunter in her homeland seemed impossible. For one thing, there were too many big-name bounty hunters working there already. She needed a place without so much veteran competition. She just didn’t know where that might be.

It was sheer serendipity that, as she wandered, she ran into Dulcinetta—another ambitious young lady who was also seeking to make a name for herself in a career monopolized by older men. And when Netta informed her that she was on her way to Carpagia—one of the few kingdoms without its own royal bard—the Lilac suddenly had a destination. And a partner.

“If you people all know Runar so well,” Netta said, “then tell us where to find him.”

“Well, we don’t know him know him,” said a man selling caterpillar nuggets. “We know of him. From the song.”

“There’s a song about him?” Netta asked. Bards were the main source of news in the Thirteen Kingdoms, and as a bard (or an almost-bard), she was embarrassed that she hadn’t heard of a wizard famous enough to have a whole song about him. “Oh, that Runar the Unknowable,” she said, hoping to save face.

The Lilac, meanwhile, was busy watching the hobgoblin—the only vendor who hadn’t claimed to know Runar—slowly slink away from his stinky fish stand. Most wizards were notoriously secretive, and the Lilac was willing to bet that one calling himself “the Unknowable” was no different. It wasn’t a stretch to think that Runar might have spies and informants in his employ—the kind who might sneak off to report to him if they heard strangers asking too many questions.

“Yeah, you know the song we’re talking about,” said a snail-trap salesman. He and a few others began singing:

Listen, dear hearts, about the realm’s greatest sorcerer,

Next to him, all other wizards are worserer!

Netta cringed. “I knew it was going to be one of those old crummy bard songs. This profession needs my skills, Li. When I’m—”

“He went out the back!” the Lilac blurted. “Hurry, before he gets too far!”

“Before who gets too far?” Flornt called as the Lilac raced through the market’s rear exit. But he couldn’t be heard over the many vendors who had joined in the singing:

The people said, Runar, you can’t be a magician.

You’re not noble enough, and you smell like bad fish skin.

“Where did she go?” Flornt said to Netta. “Do you know what’s going on?”

“Not yet,” Netta replied with a grin. “But when I find out, you can bet I’m going to do a better job singing about it than whoever wrote this trash!”

In the alley behind Hunters Hall, the scrawny hobgoblin, whose name was Herman (not that you need to remember it; he won’t be in the story very long), picked up his pace. He was fantasizing about the awesome rewards the creepy old human might give him for warning him about the nosy strangers. Maybe it would be a chest of gold! Or an invisibility ring! Or a donkey that turned into a cupcake when you pulled its ears! With wizards, the possibilities were endless.

Herman hurried off the dismal streets of Bramstoke and into the juniper forest beyond, too busy daydreaming to notice the sounds of snapping twigs and rustling branches behind him. He emerged in a small clearing, where there stood the kind of modest little cottage that generally housed a poor woodcutter or gingerbread baker. After several unanswered knocks, disappointment began bubbling in the hobgoblin’s leathery purple gut. Then he jumped, startled by a sudden voice from the woods:

The unwitting spy, falling into her snare,

Led the Lilac straight to his dark master’s lair.

“Netta, can we maybe not sing while I’m sneaking up on someone?” said the Lilac.

“Inspiration strikes when it strikes,” Netta replied.

“I get that,” said the Lilac. “And I don’t want to interfere with your creative process, but—”

“I don’t mean to intrude,” Flornt interjected meekly. “But should you be stopping the spy?”

Herman made a dash for the trees but didn’t get far before the Lilac’s expertly thrown quarterstaff knocked his feet from under him. He landed in the grass and looked up to see the hooded bounty hunter standing over him.

“You okay?” she asked, offering him a hand.

Herman nodded. “Why did you follow me?” he asked in a creaky voice. “No one knows I work for the— Ooh, did they mention me in the song? Is that how you knew? Because that would almost make it worth getting captured.”

“No, but I’ll mention you in my song,” said Dulcinetta.

The oblivious hob failed his quite easy job.

The wizard should not have hired—

“What’s your name?” Dulcinetta asked.

“Eh, that’s okay,” said Herman. “You don’t need to put me in.”

Netta shrugged and turned her attention to the unfussy little cottage. “Hmph,” she said. “If I were a famous wizard, I’d have a house that let people know it. Something with big gold stars and moons. Maybe shape the whole place like a pointy wizard hat . . .”

“I’m pretty sure they don’t actually wear those,” said the Lilac.

“Who?” Netta asked.

“Wizards,” the Lilac replied as she carefully scanned the ground around the cottage. “They don’t wear pointy hats. It’s a myth.”

“Well, I and every picture of a wizard ever beg to differ,” Netta retorted. “Hey, Gribbsy, you ever seen Runar in a pointy hat?”

“I can’t say I have,” the butler called out from behind a tree.

“What about you, spy?” Netta asked Herman.

The hobgoblin shook his head. “Sorry. But speaking of Runar, since he’s the one you’re after, I think I’m just gonna . . .” He began taking baby steps toward the trees.

“Aha!” the Lilac burst. She was on her hands and knees, just past the corner of the cottage. “Runar may not be here now, but he was. And not long ago.”

Netta and Flornt ran to see what had been discovered. Herman too; he was a naturally curious hobgoblin.

“I can’t guarantee it was Runar,” said the Lilac. “But someone just left this area. See the way the grass is tamped down here and here? Footprints. And the blades haven’t righted themselves yet, meaning whoever flattened them did so not more than a few minutes ago. He’s headed down that trail there.” She turned to Herman. “Where does it go?”

“Back to the main road,” the hobgoblin replied.

“Any shortcuts that might get us to that road before him?” the Lilac asked.

The hobgoblin thrust out his warty chin and gave a sharp-toothed grin. There might not be any shape-changing cupcake-donkeys in his future, but perhaps the day wouldn’t be a total loss after all. “What’s in it for me?” he asked.

The Lilac looked him in the eye. “How about you show us the shortcut, and I won’t tell Runar you’re the one who led us to him?”

Herman the Hobgoblin swallowed hard. “That sounds fair.”
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The Accused

Runar the Unknowable hated that song about him. And not just because of the awful rhymes. He hated its very existence. He hadn’t become a wizard to be famous. In fact, one of the things that first drew him to magic all those many years ago was the way the rich and powerful upper-crust nobility always seemed to turn their noses up at it. Runar was an old-school sorcerer from back in the days when the only people casting spells were barefoot weirdos in the woods. Until that song came along and made magic—and Runar, in particular—popular among youth. Soon, wealthy aristocrats were asking him to train their bratty little offspring in sorcery. And he grudgingly accepted—because there’s not much money in being a barefoot weirdo. Before he knew it, he’d become the most sought-after magic tutor in Carpagia. And that, as it turned out, fit right into his plans.

Currently, as he trudged along the forest path with the book he’d just retrieved from his cottage, those plans felt closer than ever to fruition. He only wished the book wasn’t so blasted heavy. The Incantatoribus Nonliberi was a thousand-page tome, almost as thick as it was tall (although, to be fair, there were a lot of illustrations). The book’s gilt-edged pages were bound in the polished hide of some long-extinct creature, but the spells within could have been scrawled on dirty napkins for all Runar cared. He was no “velvet robe” wizard, like those mages from the Superlative Sorcery Academy; he defiantly shunned the fancy trappings of modern magic users, even if his personal style—which could be best described as “starving hermit”—rankled his prim and proper clientele. He secretly enjoyed it when his employers scoffed at his ragged clothing or chewed fingernails; it reminded him of why he’d picked up magic in the first place—it was a power that didn’t come from the amount of money you had, or who your family was. “A plain gray robe makes you no less a wizard than a cape lined with sphinx fur,” he would tell his students.

(Though, really, would it have hurt the guy to put a little effort into trimming that ear hair? He had more fuzz sticking out of those holes in his head than on top of it.)

Runar marked the angle of the sun to work out his timing. If he walked fast enough, he should still be able to finish his business and get back to Castle Angbar before dinner. He knew the baron was hosting the Garridan family for dinner that evening, and it would benefit him to be present. The Garridans could be garish gossips, but they had multiple children of tutoring age. That obnoxiously heavy book, however, was slowing him down. So, he twirled his fingers with swift, precise choreography, and the Incantatoribus Nonliberi began floating in the air alongside him.

Ah! Much better.

When his tree-flanked path opened onto a wider byway, he paused, surprised to see a young woman standing in the road—a bard by the looks of her flamboyant garb. And—oh dear—she had a mandolin. Perhaps he could pay her to not sing.

But it was too late, she was already strumming.

The foul thief stood, lost in confusion.

Was this ravishing lass an illusion?

Or had the Lilac just caught him with ease

‘Cause the wizard had failed to look up in the trees?

Runar glanced up to see a hooded figure crouched on a limb overhead. Oh, thank goodness—a robber! He would take bandits over bards any day. Runar raised his hands, preparing a bedazzlement spell to stun his attacker. But the stranger in the trees was already leaping down. (Spoiler alert: It was the Lilac!)

Before her feet even touched the ground, she slammed a small burlap sack over both Runar’s hands and yanked a cord to draw it closed around his wrists. The Incantatoribus Nonliberi hit the earth with a thud and the wizard felt his breath catch. With his hands bound together, he couldn’t perform the necessary gestures for the spell. These were no mere highway robbers. How did they know he’d have the book? Had the academy sent spies?

“Game’s up, Runar,” the Lilac said, trying not to smile. She’d just captured a powerful wizard using nothing but an empty coin purse. Perhaps that little sack wouldn’t be empty much longer. “Turn over the axe!”

“Axe?” Runar asked, getting a better look at his attacker. Her hood had slid back when she landed, revealing most of her face. This was no academy spy. She was a child; younger than most of the pupils he taught. And yet, she’d been shrewd enough to bind his hands as her opening gambit.

“Impressive,” Runar said. “But not too impressive. Since you’re obviously unaware of the many spells a magician can cast without his hands.” He chanted arcane words, and Netta suddenly found herself trapped within a bubble of crackling blue energy.

“Hey, let me out! I’m just the bard!” Netta sputtered, pressing her hands against the translucent globe.

“I will release you,” the wizard said, “after your companion answers some questions.”

The Lilac froze. While she liked to think of herself as ninety-eight percent fearless, that other two percent was terrified of tightly enclosed spaces. The mere thought of being in Netta’s position had her breathing heavily. She couldn’t believe she’d been cocky enough to think she’d caught a master sorcerer that easily. But how could she have known there were hands-free spells? Answer: She could have done some research. But she hadn’t. No wonder everyone told her she wasn’t ready for—

The Lilac felt someone tug at her cape.

“Gribbsy!” she said. “Did you come to help? Or are you on his side?”

“Neither,” said the butler. “You just, um, had a leaf stuck to your cloak. It was really bothering me.”

“Flornt?” Runar blurted, waving his bound fists. “You’re involved in this? You of all people should know better than to—”

Flornt dove behind a tree.

The Lilac braced herself, waiting for the sack around the wizard’s hands to untie itself or dissolve or turn to smoke. But it didn’t. And that got her thinking. If Runar could have magically freed himself with a verbal spell, why hadn’t he yet? The only explanation was that he couldn’t. She may not have rendered him completely helpless, but she’d definitely hampered the old guy more than he wanted to admit. She straightened up, feeling a bit bolder. “Forget about the butler,” she said. “I’m the one you need to deal with, thief.”

“You think I’m a thief? Oh, I understand now. Flornt is here, you’re accusing me of thievery, you mentioned an axe—Angbar sent you, didn’t he?” the wizard said. “He thinks I swiped that silly green bauble he’s so fond of?”

The Lilac nodded. “That about sums it up.”

“I am the kingdom’s foremost purveyor of mystical tutelage,” said Runar. “Why in the world would I risk my reputation by stealing from a client?”

“Because that axe is worth a fortune!” Netta answered from within her bubble.

Runar rolled his eyes. “Believe me, I do not need money. That book alone could make me richer than the entire Angbar clan.” He jutted his chin at the massive tome on the ground.

“A personal security suggestion: when you think someone’s a thief, don’t point out your most expensive stuff to them,” Netta said, making herself comfortable in her magical prison.

“All I can tell you is the baron says you stole his Emerald Axe,” said the Lilac.

“The baron is a fool!” Runar spat. “A fact he clearly demonstrated by sending a child to recover his family treasure!”

“Hey, that’s no child!” Netta yelled. “That’s the Lilac!”

“The Lilac, eh?” Runar mused. “You fancy yourself some kind of bounty hunter?”

“I caught you, didn’t I?”

Runar grinned despite himself. To an extent, she had. And if she’d made a few more key moves, she could have put him in a genuinely perilous position. “Would you be so cocky if I put you in a force sphere like your friend? Or turned you into a lizard? Or incinerated you where you stand?”

“Can you really do all that?” asked the Lilac.

“Yes,” said Runar.

“Are you going to?” asked the Lilac.

“No,” said Runar.

“How about turning Flornt into a lizard?” asked the Lilac. “Because that would be fun to see. But only if you turn him back again. He’s a bit of a soggy biscuit, but none of this is his fault.”

“I can hear you, you know,” the butler said from behind his tree.

“Every magic spell is reversible. If you know how,” said Runar. He lifted his bound arms. “Fine, let’s clear this matter up. I have things to do. I invite you to search my person for the missing doodad.”

Without releasing the rope, the Lilac patted him down. “He doesn’t have it,” she announced.

“A word of advice, Miss Lilac,” said Runar.

“That’s the Lilac,” Netta corrected.

“Before you accept a job, make sure you understand whom you’re working for.” Runar continued. “Even among the nobility—who generally have no love for us—Vargus Angbar has an especially ferocious loathing for practitioners of magic. And he has a particular hatred for the wizard who’s guiding his only son to become one. This accusation is a product of the man’s personal grudge against me, nothing more. The axe probably isn’t even missing.”

“It is!” Flornt inched onto the road. “I saw for myself. Its display case was empty.”

“And Angbar’s immediate assumption was that I stole it,” Runar huffed. The rest of his mission would have to wait. He doubted the baron’s baseless lies had found their way beyond the castle gates yet, but that could change when the rumor-hungry Garridans showed up for dinner. “I need to speak to him before he besmirches my name to anyone of import.”

“Then go ahead and magic yourself out of that bag,” the Lilac said with a smirk. And she caught a barely perceptible curve at the corner of Runar’s mouth, too
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