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Chapter One










"Grant."

PJ Norris, dragon shifter, university dropout, and most recently, savior of the butterfly-plagued town of Gilramore, stared at his best friend, stretched out on the white sand. The blue ocean lapped at the shore a stone's throw from where they sat, and the warm sun dispelled any chill the brisk fall winds had brought. A flock of seagulls cawed nearby, looking for their next meal from the two teenagers. 

"Grant. Wake up."

Grant opened one eye. "What?"

"We need to get a move on," PJ said impatiently. "I don't think there's a dragon shifter in this town."

"We probably need to stay another three to four days. Just to make sure."

PJ harrumphed. 

They'd left Gilramore, a quaint village surrounded by forest, and taken the fork west toward the ocean, per Grant's emphatic request. The coast really wasn't that far away, and neither had ever seen any body of water larger than a pond. The view had taken PJ's breath away the first time—and every time after that. But two days had passed, and although PJ had searched high and low for any signs of magical mischief, the town was blissfully serene—and PJ did have a job to do.

"What if there's a dragon out there in mid-transformation?" PJ asked.

"What if?" Grant closed his eyes and settled back down on the sand. 

PJ clicked his tongue, not wanting to pull out his ace so quickly but knowing it would get his friend to move. "I'm leaving."

"Okay."

"I'm taking the amulet that's currently paying for your seaside holiday with me."

That got Grant's attention. He sat up, sand clinging to his hair and his shirt. "You're no fun."

"I've let you have two days here," PJ said. "But it's time to go. I don't think the grannies intended for us to use the gold to lollygag. We need to be out there. Do good. And—"

"We are doing good," Grant said with a pout. "We're supporting the local economy. Do you think these fisherfolk would have anyone to sell to otherwise?"

"I'm sure they have plenty of customers," PJ said, standing and brushing the sand off. "C'mon. It's still early enough. I bet we could make it to the next town before sundown."

He didn't wait for Grant to follow, knowing the threat of being left without a single coin would spur him to action. 

Eventually. 

~

PJ waited on the edge of town for almost an hour before Grant showed up, grumbling and muttering about being forced to leave. PJ paid him no mind, simply turning and walking onto the dirt road and enjoying the nice weather. Fall had certainly arrived, and while PJ wasn't looking forward to traveling over the winter months, they were headed south, so the weather might not be as bad. 

"So." Grant finally spoke after an hour of walking. "Why the sudden urge to leave? Is Tim awake? Got a lead on a new magical mystery?"

"No," PJ said. "Which was a sign."

Tim was the dragon who, for lack of a better explanation, lived in PJ's mind. He'd been asleep for most of PJ's life, awakening once when PJ shifted the first time, and then again when PJ had been gifted his new amulet. PJ still wasn't sure exactly how the whole dragon-human thing worked, but he did know that Tim was chatty when there was something to discuss, and quiet when there wasn't. That he hadn't made a peep since they'd left Gilramore was all PJ needed to know.

"I bet the grannies took a holiday every once in a while," Grant muttered. 

The grannies, the dragon shifters who'd found PJ back in Pigsend and given him this quest, didn't seem to be bothered by much, and certainly never seemed to be in need of a break. "I bet they thought traveling from town to town was holiday enough."

"We could ask 'em," Grant said. "Fire up the ol' amulet again. Check in."

"Let's not."

PJ's amulet, which had been full of surprises since he'd received it the day they started their quest, had provided one more when ghostly apparitions of the grannies had come out of it, as cheery and bright-eyed as they'd been when they'd saved PJ from his first transformation. They'd told PJ to reach out if he ever had any questions, but he was pretty sure he knew the answer to Grant's question about the number of holidays he could take.

"I wonder how everyone in Gilramore is doing," PJ said, changing the subject. 

"As long as they're leaving that fairy alone," Grant said, "I'm sure they're just fine." 

PJ had hoped the butterfly attacks in Gilramore were a dragon shifter, but it had turned out to be a very disgruntled fairy who'd been annoyed with the townsfolk for chopping down his trees and stealing his flowers. An easy fix, of course, and the fairy had even helped them deal with the town bully.

"You think Carl ever showed back up?" PJ asked.

"He looked like he was ready to change his name and maybe his appearance," Grant said with a chuckle. "I doubt they'll hear from him again. He'll probably find another small, defenseless town to bully."

"I hope not," PJ said. "Maybe he changed his stripes."

"Doubtful." Grant stretched his arms over his head. "Can't believe we missed that those butterflies were coming from a fairy, of all things. We really have to keep a better eye out for those kinds of things. No telling what we're going to find in the next town." 

"If we don't find anything amiss within the first day or so," PJ said, as a small wagon drawn by a donkey rolled by slowly, "we should move on tomorrow. We can't stick around if there's nothing for us to do."

"The grannies said we should help where we can," Grant said. 

"Yeah, help being the operative word."

"I don't think the amulet minded us resting for a few days in that fishing village," Grant said. "It kept giving us gold coins. Though it would be nice if it would cough up more than the minimum." 

"I think it'll only provide us with what we need. That doesn't mean we should take advantage of it." Even as nice as it was to always have the correct amount of coins to pay for food and beds, PJ didn't like getting something for nothing. He actually preferred to work for his keep—though it was nice not to have to worry about where the next meal was coming from.

"You know," PJ said after a moment, "if you want more money, you could always get a job."

"Peej, Peej, Peej. What are you saying? I have a job. A very important one." 

"And that is?" PJ said with a raised brow.

Grant flashed him a mischievous smile. "My job is to keep you from screwing things up, you know? Keep you focused and out of trouble." 

PJ stared at him, unimpressed. "And how were you doing that lying on the beach?"

"I was making sure you rested!" Grant said with a scowl, as if PJ were the most ungrateful person he'd ever met. "We busted our butts in Gilramore, and we deserve to take a few days to relax. Clear our heads. Especially with your almost-shift, you know. Can't have you going from one crisis to another without time to take a breath."

PJ pulled out his amulet to look at it. While in the midst of scaring the bully out of town, PJ had been on the precipice of a full dragon shift. He'd really gotten into the part of scaring the pants off the bully, and wings had pinpricked his back. When he'd told the grannies, they'd warned him against letting things get that far again. If he shifted without other dragons around, he wouldn't be able to control himself. 

He shivered and tucked the amulet back under his shirt. There'd certainly been no danger of shifting in that sleepy seaside town. "Well, we did rest."

"And we made sure no one in that fishing village had even a spot of magic," Grant finished. "Which is part of your job, isn't it?"

That was true, but it brought up a morose thought. "That's kind of depressing though, isn't it? The queen really did a number on the world. Even a town as small as that, you'd think they'd have one or two people with magic. But everyone was as normal as you are."

Grant scoffed. "I'm not normal."

"You know what I mean. I know Gilramore used to be one of her strongholds, but…" He sighed, thinking about what it must've been like when the queen ran roughshod over this country. While she'd been in power, PJ's only job had been to keep his head down and avoid scrutiny, wearing another amulet that had dampened his powers and made his dragon all but disappear from his mind. But now that the king was back in power and magic was once again legal, the grannies had decided to retire and pass their mission of finding more flukes like PJ to him. 

Grant shrugged. "Well, she's gone now. So we don't have to worry about her. And all the little magical creatures can live freely and openly and…" He glanced at PJ. "Well, maybe not all of them."

"Yes, do remember we aren't telling people what I am," PJ said. 

"I didn't tell a soul back there." Grant put his hand over his heart. 

PJ just rolled his eyes. 

~

For all his bluster and ridiculousness, it would've been mind-numbingly boring to walk under the bright sun all day without Grant's constant storytelling. He filled the long afternoon reminiscing about the trouble they'd gotten into in their hometown of Pigsend with their friend Valta, who they'd had to leave behind, about their brief flirtations with mischief at university in Sheepsburg, and wondering if they'd ever get letters back from their respective families with them traveling from town to town. PJ had sent another letter to his folks before they'd left Gilramore, but there was no way to get a letter back.

"If we just keep walking southeast, I'm sure we'll hit Pigsend eventually," Grant said. "But maybe we should try to get a few more accomplishments under our belt before we return home."

 The sun had started to set when the rolling hills and dusty road finally led to something more than distant farmhouses. A cluster of buildings, including what appeared to be a town hall spire, was nestled right off the main road. Grant let out a sigh of relief—and PJ had to agree with him. He, too, had gotten used to sleeping in beds and wasn't looking forward to camping out.

But more importantly, as the boys drew closer to the town, Tim awoke, speaking for the first time in days. His low voice echoed in PJ's mind, sending chills down his back and gooseflesh over his arms.

Magic.

"Tim's got something," PJ said. "Well, he says there's magic there."

"Oh, goodie." Grant rubbed his hands together. "Can't wait to see what awaits us."

With an end to their long walk in sight, the boys moved quickly, arriving at the town as the sky turned pink and orange. The sense of magic strengthened as PJ entered the town, but there wasn't any one person with it. It was a consistent cloud that hung like a mist over the town—which didn't make finding a shifter seem promising. 

"Let's see about an inn," Grant said. "I'm famished. Those fish sandwiches were ages ago."

"I—"

Grant grabbed PJ's arm and yanked him backward, pointing down. PJ realized with a start that he'd nearly run into a small creature with pointed ears, knobby skin, and a scowl that took up the entirety of his miniature face.

"Oi!" The high-pitched voice called up to him. "Watch where you're going, tall guy!" 

PJ blinked as the knee-high creature marched away, throwing a rude gesture back his way. PJ's gaze drew to the rest of the town, where there were hundreds of the small creatures, some bigger than the one he'd almost collided with, some barely coming up to mid-calf. He could at least tell they were the same kind of creature, though they varied as wildly as humans in their features and coloring. Some wore conical hats in different colors, all of which looked to have been somewhere dirty recently. They moved about the town driven with some singular purpose, like every one of them had some important business to attend to. The human-sized people moved around them with relative ease, obviously used to keeping an eye on where they were walking. 

"What the…?" Grant came to stand beside PJ. "What kind of town is this?"

PJ searched for any sort of town name or insignia. There was a ropemaker shop, a cartwright, a blacksmith. But there was also someone who made…

"Does that say magical vessels?" Grant said, following his gaze. "Did the queen not come by here or something?"

"Wait a minute," PJ said, snapping his fingers as a distant memory surfaced. "Wait a minute, is this Padstow?" 

"Y-yeah…" Grant said slowly, pointing to the inn. "Says that's the Padstow Inn over there."

"These are gnomes, then," PJ said, recalling a brief conversation in Gilramore. "They worked for the queen."

"She hated magical creatures," Grant said.

"Not them, though," PJ said. "They mined magic out of the ground for her. That's why they were in Pigsend a few years ago—they were trying to mine the magical river."

"Oh yeah." Grant nodded, as if jogging his own memory. "Right. That's when all those sinkholes started, right? And everyone thought it was the gnomes? But really it was those queen's soldiers?"

"Yeah." PJ tilted his head, looking around the town. "Do you think they're mining magic here? Maybe they've mined too much, and this town is having sinkhole problems, too."

"Doesn't look like they're having any sinkholes," Grant said, scanning the town quickly. "What does Tim say?"

PJ mentally poked the dragon and got a breathing snore in response. "He's not talking right now. He did say there was magic here, which I definitely feel. But whether there's something more…" PJ scanned the town. "I honestly can't tell."

"Well, it's too late to move on anyway," Grant said. "I say we grab some dinner, rub some elbows, and find out what, if any, trouble we can sort out in this lovely little gnome-filled town."







Chapter Two










Inside the quaint inn, PJ and Grant found a thriving dining room that was full of people of all sizes. The gnomes had their own corner of tiny tables filled with diners eating off of minuscule plates and cups perfectly sized for their smaller hands. There were more gnomes than seats, too, but they didn't seem to mind, tackling their bowls and tankards with the same single-minded focus PJ had seen out on the street. 

Elsewhere in the room, the energy was a bit more relaxed, with plenty of open seats for the human-sized patrons and a spread of roasted beef, colorful vegetables, and potatoes waiting to be eaten. Dinner had started some time ago, but there still seemed to be plenty left for the boys. 

The innkeeper, a middle-aged man with a large bald spot and a ring of long, black hair tied at the base of his neck, waved them over. "Welcome to Padstow. Are you staying the evening?"

"We are, indeed," Grant said, leaning an elbow onto the counter with a grin. "Just arrived in this delightful little town."

"Wonderful," the innkeeper said. "It'll be one gold per room—which should sleep two of you. Includes dinner."

"And ale?" Grant said with a wag of his brow as he spotted the casks against the wall.

PJ elbowed him. "Ignore him." He reached into his pocket, where the amulet had left a single gold coin. "Thank you for your hospitality, Mr…?"

"Alistair Solano. Call me Alistair." The innkeeper pulled out his guest logs. "How long are you staying? And what names should I put down for you?"

"PJ Norris and Grant Hamblin," PJ said. "And we're not quite sure on the duration yet, if that's all right."

He eyed them, his quill hovering over the page. "What business do you have in town?"

"We're magical investigators," Grant said before PJ could answer. 

"Magical…investigators?" 

"Yeah, we travel from town to town looking for problems to fix." Grant flashed the innkeeper a smile. "You know, buildings falling to pieces, things catching fire, that sort of thing. Anything like that happening in Padstow recently?"

He clicked his tongue. "No."

"Ah, well." Grant looked at PJ and shrugged. "Guess we'll only be here for one night, then."

"Please forgive my friend," PJ said, his cheeks growing red. "He's not used to tact."

"I see," Alistair said, handing PJ a key and still watching him suspiciously. "You two will be in room six. Up the stairs, three doors down."

"Thank you so much," PJ said. 

"Feel free to sit anywhere," Alistair said. "Just, erm, avoid the gnome area. They don't really like us big folk stomping around in there."

"You've got lots of gnomes here," PJ said conversationally. 

"Yes?" Alistair gave him a sideways look.

PJ coughed nervously. "I mean, I just haven't seen one in a long time. How long have they been mining for magic here?"

"Three years, maybe?" He scratched his chin. "We got lucky. When they got here, the foreman told us they'd be here for a month—tops. They get in, take all the magic they can for Her Majesty, then move on to the next town. But we have some kind of magical wellspring deep in the earth that replenishes whatever they dig up, so they keep sticking around."

"They're still digging?" PJ frowned. "But the queen isn't in power anymore."

He nodded. "Didn't stop them. I don't think they care who buys it, as long as they get their money." 

"Huh." PJ turned, glancing at the gnomes in the corner. "I mean, whatever works."

"Enjoy your meal," Alistair said, some of his suspicion easing. "When you're finished, just put the plates up on the counter. My kids will be around to tidy up a bit later." He glanced at the clock and muttered something like, "I hope" under his breath.

PJ turned to ask Grant a question, but his friend had already filled a plate with food and found a seat. PJ followed suit, not taking quite as much food as Grant, and joined him at one of the tables. Already seated were a pair of humans, the man tall and lanky, with dark brown skin and sparkling brown eyes, and the woman pale-skinned but covered in dirt smudges. 

"Evening, fellas," the tall one said with a smile. "You must be passing through town."

Grant, whose mouth was full of food, nodded emphatically. 

"I'm PJ. This is my friend, Grant." PJ speared a delicious-looking roasted potato. "We're in town for a night. Maybe more." 

"We're magical investigators," Grant said, swallowing his food. He gave the two diners the same speech he'd given Alistair, much to PJ's annoyance.

"Nothing like that happening around here," the tall man, who'd introduced himself as Booth Layland, the local ropemaker, said. "Only thing we have in Padstow is gnomes, and they keep to themselves pretty well."

"Only need something when they need something, you know?" the dirt-covered woman, the cartwright named Gayle Stoltmann, replied with a nod. "They're nice enough, of course. Grateful they're in our town—and that they've stayed as long as they have. Goodness knows, making their carts is easier than making carts for an iron mine."

"Alistair said they came to town three years ago," PJ said. "And they don't normally stick around this long, right?"

"Right-o," Booth said with a nod. "They come, mine the magic, then leave."

"And cause sinkholes, right?" Grant asked. 

Gayle and Booth shook their heads emphatically. "Oh, no," Booth said. 

"Don't say that too loudly," Gayle replied, looking over at the gnome section. "They get awfully touchy when people impugn their reputation."

"I wasn't—" Grant began. 

"It's a common misconception," Booth said, leaning in. "You'd think the gnomes would leave the land ruined when they move on with as much stuff as they bring. But they've really made an art of extracting what they need while leaving everything else as it was when they leave. I've been to a former mine location, and you'd never know they were there."

"Interesting," PJ said. 

"So the gnomes are pretty temperamental?" Grant pushed. 

"Prideful is a better word," Gayle said. "I mean, would you want someone spreading rumors about you?"

"Probably not," PJ said.

"But you said you were magical investigators," Booth said, sitting back and clearly wanting to change the subject. "What kind of things do you investigate?"

Grant flashed a smile and immediately launched into the whole story of how they'd saved the town of Gilramore from a flock of butterflies. The way he told it, the butterflies were downright murderous, the town in absolute chaos, and the only relief for the poor citizenry was PJ and Grant's heroism. PJ rolled his eyes at some of the embellishments, but Grant was in his element, and the audience was rapt. 

"Well, that certainly sounds like quite the episode!" Booth said when Grant had finished. "I can't say we've had anything like that around here." 

"You never know what might be lurking beneath the surface," Grant said. "Or who might be hiding the power to turn into a giant drag—"

"Anyway," PJ said, cutting Grant off. "I'm curious… You said you used to make carts for an iron mine, Gayle? Was this already a mining town before the gnomes showed up?"

"If you can call it that. Padstow was barely on the map," Gayle said with a nod. "Just a little crossroads on the way to the southern peninsula. Only things we had going for us were farms and the Scott mine—they dug up all kinds of iron. Most of the town who didn't farm worked down there." She made a face. "Nasty business. Dangerous, too."

"But magic isn't?" PJ asked. 

"We're not the ones mining it," Gayle said. "We just make things for the gnomes, and they pay us for it—very well. Much better than Peregrine Scott ever did." 

"Some of us gave up farming, too," Booth said. "I still have an apple orchard, but I started a ropemaking shop instead. And over there." He nodded to a couple eating dinner across the room. "Alberta and Ned, they're my neighbors. They used to grow wheat and raise pigs. But they got into making magical vessels—"

"I saw that shop on our way in," PJ said. "I thought… Well, I guess I'm confused what that is, exactly?"

"Well, unlike iron, magic's a bit harder to contain once you dig it out of the ground," Booth said. "So you need a specialized vessel to get it from the mine to the buyer. Something that doesn't eliminate the magic but doesn't let it escape, either. And most importantly, doesn't let anyone detect it from the outside so it can be well hidden for transport."

"But if the queen's folks were buying it, why hide it?" Grant said. 

"Bandits, mostly. People who could sense magic and wanted to steal it for themselves," Gayle said. "Plus, well, outside this town, where we all sort of knew what was going on, the gnomes didn't tell folks about their business, exactly. Not really fair for the queen to be mining magic for herself and not letting anyone else have any."

PJ nodded. Unlike Gilramore, which still proudly hung the queen's colors everywhere he looked, this dining room bore little royal decor. "Was everyone here pretty loyal to the queen?"

"Eh." Booth shrugged. "The town's more loyal to the gnomes than anything else, I'd say."

"I agree with that," Gayle said. "Suppose it was the queen who sent them here, but Padstow is keen on keeping the gnomes happy so they don't move on. Take Alberta, for example. She used to make vases from the clay at her house—sort of a hobby. One of the gnomes showed her how to make a magical vessel out of it, and…well, the rest is history. She and her husband stopped farming entirely, opened their shop, and over the winter, added a new story to their house."

"That's amazing," PJ said. 

"Stories like that all over town," Booth said. "I'm not quite as successful as Alberta, but I make enough that I can hire someone else to pick the apples, which means I get to be indoors in my shop, making rope and getting paid well for it. Alistair here gets a steady stream of customers, too." 

He nodded across the room where Alistair had brought another tray filled with tiny mugs toward the gnome section. He knelt carefully and pinched the mugs with his fingers, handing them out, then he rose and returned to the kitchen. 

"It certainly does look like you've gone to a lot of effort to ensure their comfort," PJ said. "Where's the mine, exactly?"

"It's about a five-minute walk from the inn's front door," Booth said. "Used to be another farm owned by Lori Corradel. Was digging a trough for his cows one day and struck magic."

"Just spurted out of the ground," Gayle said, making a fountain motion with her hands. "A week later, the gnomes arrived. Within a day, they'd set up their mine. And they haven't stopped since." She shook her head. "Talk about an unlucky break for him." 

"What do you mean?" PJ asked with a frown. 

Gayle and Booth shared a look, glanced at the gnomes, then leaned in closer. "Well, strictly speaking, the queen sorta said she owned every inch of the country. So the gnomes set up their mine right in the middle of Lori's fields and didn't pay him as much as a silver. They're getting all this magic outta his lands, and he's not getting anything from it."

"That sounds awful," Grant said. "Surely, things have changed since the king came to power?"

"Eh." Gayle sat back. "He could probably write to the king. But things are probably pretty busy in King's Capital, I'd wager." 

"You aren't wrong," Grant said, patting his stomach and sitting back. "Well, Peej, are we going to enjoy a tankard of ale like these gnomes, or—"

"Let's not," PJ said. "If there's nothing for us to do here in town, we probably need to get up and out early."

Grant scowled. "Maybe not too early…" To PJ's annoyed tongue click, he added, "Look, we're here now. We aren't going anywhere until the morning. Might as well enjoy the food and the company?"

After a long pause, PJ finally sighed. "Fine. One ale."

~

One pint turned into two, and before PJ knew what was happening, Grant was rosy-faced and getting louder and louder. For his part, PJ had stopped at one, knowing his limits and that they needed to get going in the morning regardless of how they were feeling. But the ale loosened the knot in his chest at the thought of wasting another night, and he found he actually enjoyed Grant's shenanigans—though he had to admit, the stories were getting more fantastical the more ale he drank. 

"You've certainly had some adventures," Gayle said after Grant had regaled them with the story of how his sister's wedding had been cursed.

"Pardon, is this seat taken?" a deep voice said from behind them. 

Gayle turned and smiled brightly at the man, who wore a smart tunic with the shiniest shoes PJ had seen in this town. "Join us, Ancell." 

The man sat next to her, smiling nicely at her but keeping his hawkish eyes on PJ and Grant. "Are you new to town?" 

"Oh, where are my manners?" Gayle said with a tut. "Ancell, this is PJ Norris and Grant Hamblin. They're here to investigate any magical problems we might be having. Boys, this is Ancell Antilla. He's a jack-of-all-trades sort of merchant."

"Magical investigators?" Ancell quirked a brow. "That's a new line of work. Well…" He chuckled. "Not new, perhaps. But usually under the purview of the queen's people."

PJ wondered if Grant was going to use the lie he'd used in Gilramore, that the two of them had trained under a notorious magical hunter. But that had been to help prove their abilities and to earn a few gold coins from the suspicious mayor. That didn't seem necessary now. 

"We've got a certain special skillset," Grant said, flashing his devious smile. "And we find that even though the queen's been dethroned, people still have some doubts about magical folks in their midst. So wherever someone needs help, we're here to step in." 

"I told them they probably wouldn't find anything to do around here," Booth said. "The gnomes keep a close eye on everything, and even if there was a problem, they certainly wouldn't tell us big folks."

"Too right," Ancell said with a firm nod. 

"And that's why we're leaving first thing," PJ said, giving Grant a serious look. "Right?"

"Pshaw. We'll get on the road soon enough." Grant leaned in to Ancell. "Why don't you tell me more about the kind of things you sell?" 

"This and that," he said, vaguely.

"Ah, I see, I see," Grant said with a wink. "Must be something you don't want the world to know about?"

"Indeed." 

"So—"

"Grant," PJ said, nudging him. "Leave him be. He doesn't have to talk about it if he doesn't want to."

"Pshaw! There's nothing to hide anymore." Grant nudged him back rougher, leaving a sore spot on PJ's ribs. The ale certainly had done a number on him. "Besides that, we might be in the business for something you sell—"

"I don't think so," Ancell said. "I'm sure you boys have everything you need for your investigations."

"But—" Grant pressed, but as he leaned closer, his elbow banged into the nearby tankard, which sent his plate clattering to the floor. It shattered into three pieces, earning a sigh of annoyance from PJ. 

"Good job," PJ muttered under his breath, kneeling to gather the pieces. 

"On that note, I think I must be getting to bed," Ancell said, quickly rising as if he appreciated the excuse to leave. He was up the stairs before Grant could say another word.

"I think it's time I call it a night, too," Booth said, a little uneasily. "You two have a good night. Try not to…tear the place up too much."

"I'm right behind you, Booth," Gayle said. 

And before long, it was just PJ and Grant at the table.

"Wonder what got into all of them?" Grant said to PJ. 

"You're an idiot, that's what," PJ said, carefully holding the plate pieces in his hand. "I suppose I'll have to see about paying for the damage."

"It's one plate."

"And we need to be good tenants," PJ said, gathering his dirty plates, along with the ones left by Booth, Gayle, and Ancell. He hadn't seen Alistair in a little while, which struck him as a bit odd. "Try not to break anything else while I'm gone, will ya?"

"No promises."







Chapter Three










PJ swept the room, gathering more dishes just to help grease the wheels. Alistair had seemed nice enough, and one plate probably wasn't that big a deal, but it was still broken, and that was the opposite of what they were in town to accomplish. With his arms laden with bowls, plates, and tankards, he pushed open the door to the kitchen hoping to find the innkeeper.

Instead, there were three teenagers at the sink, flinging water at each other. The scene looked so…familiar it actually made him stop and watch for a moment. There were two girls, one of whom had a darker complexion, like Alistair, and the other shared pale features with the third teen, a tall boy. But the way they laughed and cut up while presumably doing their chores brought PJ right back to a few nights at the Weary Dragon Inn when he, Grant, and their third best friend Valta had been put to work.

He smiled at the nostalgia, a pang of sadness for their missing friend, until the blonde girl at the sink spotted him gawking and scowled. "What do you want?" 

"Be nice, Hale, he's probably a paying customer," the dark-haired girl said, elbowing her friend. "Alistair's already mad enough at us."

"Dear patron," the boy said, bowing low, his voice dripping with disdain. "We're so humbled by your presence. Whatever can we do to ensure your stay is absolutely wonderful?"

"I just wanted to bring our dirty dishes in here," PJ said. "We also, erm, had an accident with one of them. I was looking for Alistair." He shuffled the plates so he could hold out a hand. "I'm PJ."
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