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Chapter One










"Okay. We probably shouldn't have mentioned that you're a dragon shifter."

PJ Norris glared at his best friend Grant Hamblin and shouldered his bag as they walked down the empty dirt road. While all was quiet now, the angry shouts of the crowd that had all but chased them from the small town of Timberson still echoed in PJ's ears. 

"I'm not the one who opened his big mouth," PJ said. 

"Oh, who remembers who said what?"

"I do," PJ said pointedly. 

"Well, lesson learned, then, eh? We won't mention it in the next town." Grant, who'd never absorbed a single criticism in his life, just slapped PJ on the shoulder. "Anyway, you didn't really think there was a dragon shifter in that town, did you?"

PJ hoped not. He was exactly two days into a quest to find more of his kind, who had been all but wiped off the map after a magic-hating queen decimated their numbers. He, himself, was just a fluke of blood and circumstances, found by a trio of elderly shifters he affectionately called "the grannies" when he'd been on the brink of his first transformation. Now that the queen was gone, the grannies had passed their task onto PJ, though they'd been a little light on the details of how he was to accomplish said task.

To be honest, he had no idea what he was doing. Timberson was only a day's walk from where they'd started in Sheepsburg, and PJ had felt something when they'd walked into town, which had prompted him to stay and poke around. But before he'd been able to ask a single question, Grant had wanted to impress a pretty girl with long lashes with the truth about what they were doing there…

…which had led to them being run out of town by an angry mob with pitchforks and torches. 

"Well, it's a moot point now," Grant said to PJ's silence. "I mean, I think you really would've known it, right? Not just had that wishy-washy feeling. Like, that amulet of yours would've been like, 'there is a big, honkin' dragon somewhere in the vicinity,' right?"

"The grannies didn't know I was there until Bev found me," PJ replied, recalling when the intrepid owner of the Weary Dragon Inn had saved him and their beloved town of Pigsend before he trampled it.

"But they knew someone was, right? That's why they didn't leave."

PJ pulled the golden amulet from beneath his shirt and inspected it. It was new (to him, at least), a gift from the grannies to help with his task. "I wish they'd have included more in their letter. Even just a mention of which way to go first."

"What'd they say? If you run into trouble, the amulet will give you what you need?" Grant said. 

PJ made a noncommittal noise. It certainly hadn't done much in Timberson. But it was a little different than his old amulet, which had muted all traces of magic to almost nonexistence. Now, he felt…something. If he concentrated, he could almost see a pair of red, burning eyes just above his own, scanning the empty forest. He still wasn't sure if that was true or if he was imagining it—and he certainly hadn't mentioned it to Grant. 

"Well, I think that town just wasn't the right spot for us to begin our search anyway," Grant said with a nod. "I'm sure the next one will be better."

"As long as you don't tell people what I am," PJ said. 

"Yeah, yeah." He grinned. "So, what do you want to do for dinner? I'm starving."

PJ stopped, staring at his friend incredulously. "Are you joking?" 

"No."

He gestured toward the forest. "Where are we gonna get food? I don't see a tavern anywhere around here, do you?"

Grant made a noise. "Well, let's get a move on, then. There's bound to be a town just down the road. It's not as if we'll have to sleep under a tree."

But they kept walking, the light dwindled, and they saw no sign of civilization. Just a long, winding forest. They hadn't even seen a fellow traveler on the road in hours, which made PJ a little leery. Did the locals know something about the forest that they didn't? He glanced down at his amulet, which was once again hidden beneath his dark green tunic. It certainly looked expensive, though if a thief tried to take it off him, they'd have more to contend with than just an angry teenager. 

"This stinks." Grant sighed again, sounding a bit morose now. Had he, by some miracle, actually understood that their predicament was his fault? And was he, even more miraculously, feeling bad about it? 

"Look, it's getting dark," PJ said, unable to enjoy his friend's misery, even if it was well-deserved. "We should probably set up camp while there's still light."

"Camp?" Grant made a face. "You mean like—"

"Like make a fire, find some water, see if there's some wild berries or mushrooms—"

"Absolutely not."

PJ sighed, looking up at the pink sky. "Then what do you suggest?" 

"Didn't the grannies say that amulet would give you what you needed?" Grant asked. "Why don't you ask it to find us shelter?"

PJ shook his head. "I shouldn't be wielding magic unless I know what I'm doing."

"Then I'll do it." Grant walked up to PJ and bent down so he was eye-level with the amulet. "Oi! Amulet! Why don't you magic us up some food and water and a pair of sleeping bags?"

"You don't have to yell at it."

Grant straightened, pursing his lips. "This thing's broken."

"Or that's not how it works," PJ said with an exasperated sigh. 

"Then how about this?" Grant asked with a mischievous smile. "Take it off, turn into a giant thing with wings, then fly us somewhere we can get a hot meal."

PJ pursed his lips at him. "There are several reasons that's an awful idea, not the least of which is I don't know how I got back to this," he gestured toward himself, "form after I shifted the first time." He paused. "Not to mention, I wasn't exactly in my right mind as a dragon that first time, either. So…"

"So?"

"So you might be dinner," PJ finished with a knowing smirk.

Grant made a face. "You wouldn't—"

"I wouldn't, but what's to say the dragon feels the same way?" PJ said. 

There was a very good chance the dragon knew Grant as much as PJ did and wouldn't consider his best friend a delicious snack. But PJ also wouldn't put it past Grant to take his amulet off in the dead of night, just to see what would happen. So better to put a little fear into Grant, just in case.

"Fine," Grant said with a sigh. "Where are we going to sleep then?"

"I see a spot over there next to that tree that looks comfy."

~

PJ hadn't ever had to sleep outside, nor did he have any idea what was edible in this unrecognizable forest, but he did, at least, have the wherewithal to build a small fire and locate a stream to fill their empty canteens. The latter, he suspected, was helped by his dragon eyes, but he didn't share that with Grant. As the rest of the light disappeared completely, PJ was grateful they'd stopped when they did. 

"I'm hungry," Grant whined. "Is this worse than having to go back home to Pigsend as failures? At least there's food there. Bev wouldn't let me starve."

"Bev would make you work off your tab, I'm sure," PJ said, sitting back and looking up. Bev was a wonderfully generous person with her time and energy, but she definitely expected payment of some kind for eating her food. "I wonder if my parents got my letter yet. They're going to be so upset to hear we left." 

"I'm sure Vicky got mine," Grant said, sounding a bit like he wished she hadn't. "And I'm sure it confirmed everything she suspects about me."

Previously, PJ and Grant had been enrolled at Sheepsburg University, a prestigious learning institution that they'd only gotten accepted to because of Grant's newfound familial wealth and connections. PJ, who had neither money nor knew anyone outside their quaint farming town, had been grateful for the chance, knowing full well he'd only been included to keep an eye on Grant. That had worked fine the first year, but as the second year of courses grew more complex, Grant's grades had fallen—and their paid-for apartment and tuition disappeared.

At that dark moment, PJ had received a letter from his dragon-shifting mentors, along with the amulet, and the duo had set off on a new adventure. He still had the letter, which he pulled from his pack and read for the millionth time by the firelight. 










We won't lie; this isn't an easy assignment. You'll hit many dead ends. In fact, in the seven years we traveled the country, the only shifter we found was you. But we're confident there are more out there, especially now, as more children come of age without the queen's soldiers. Even though magic is legal, it's still not quite as safe as it was before the queen made a mess of things, and of course, a new shifter would need guidance and help as you did when we found you. So if you find one, bring them to the Dragon's Nest (where you had your first shift), and we'll handle it from there. 

As you travel, remember that dragon shifts can take many forms, so if something feels off, investigate until you know for sure what it could be. It's now more important than ever to do whatever we can to help our neighbors, to give grace and support where others might find fault, and to turn every stone until the truth comes to light. 




A snore echoed from across the fire. Grant clearly hadn't had any problem overcoming his hunger and falling asleep, nor had he had a thought for their safety in this desolate wood. PJ, who was exhausted himself, nestled against the tree and crossed his arms, annoyed that he'd have to take the first shift—

Go sleep. It safe. 

PJ sat upright. The voice had reverberated through his body from his head to his toes, echoing between his ears. 

"H-hello?" PJ said, looking around, although he knew in his aching bones that sound had come from within. 

There was a warmth in his body that hadn't been there earlier, one that felt disturbingly similar to his first shift. But unlike then, when the need had been constant and frantic, the dragon was calm, content, well-rested, and at its leisure. 

PJ relaxed, pulling his amulet out and looking at it. Although it was disconcerting to hear voices, it had seemed familiar in a way. Like his father's deep baritone, or the feel of his mother stroking his hair when he was a child. Like it had been a part of him his entire life, only he'd just now noticed it. 

"Well, if you're sure," PJ said to the darkness. 

The voice didn't answer, but he got the sense that the dragon would keep the watch.

"I'll do my best to sleep then," PJ whispered, adjusting himself against the tree. It was hardly comfortable, but the long day had caught up to him, and he fell into a dreamless slumber. 

~

Morning came too early, but PJ was glad to get up and moving. Hunger gnawed at him now, and he practically dragged Grant back onto the road, grateful there was one to follow, at least. But the thought of going a full day without eating left PJ cranky. Grant kept his gripes to a minimum, especially when PJ glared at him for complaining, but the miserable sighs seemed uncontrollable.

PJ distracted himself from the discomfort by searching inward for that strange, familiar voice. He hoped it might speak up to tell them how far until the end of this forest—or if they were destined to wander forever. But although he could feel the dragon, it wasn't as chatty as it had been the night before. Perhaps it was nocturnal. 

Finally, the end of the forest was in sight, as the trees opened to more familiar grassy hills and distant farmhouses. Of course, they were nowhere near Pigsend, but at least the terrain seemed less intimidating. Plus, farmhouses meant farmers, and hopefully, like Pigsend, the farmers convened in a town to get supplies. Maybe even held a market where they could buy food. Not that they had much coin, but PJ was getting desperate enough to use some of it.

And it seemed he wasn't the only desperate one. When Grant spotted an orchard of apple trees, he immediately hopped the fence. 

"Where are you going?" PJ asked. 

"Getting food," Grant said, his gaze on the trees and a bit of drool on his lips. "I'm sure they won't miss one apple. Or three. I'm starving."

"No," PJ said, jumping the fence and hurrying over to him. "We aren't thieves." 

"I mean, I don't see a town anywhere, do you?" Grant said. "Nor do I see a farmer. Come onnn, if they catch us, we can just pay them—"

"No, Grant," PJ said, his voice taking on a deeper tone than he'd intended. 

Perhaps the dragon wasn't as nocturnal as he thought. Or maybe he was just really hungry, and his neck ached from sleeping at an odd angle, and it was quite annoying to always have to be the mature one and say no when he really really wanted—

There was a gurgling sound. "What was that?" PJ asked. 

"What was what?" Grant asked. 

PJ scanned the countryside. He hadn't been sure what had caught his attention, but something was drawing him off the road toward the orchard. 

"I thought you said—" Grant started.

"Hush." 

PJ walked with purpose, ignoring the juicy red apples that hung within arm's reach. The dragon had scented something. It wanted PJ to find whatever it was. Needed. 

His pulse rose. Had he found a dragon? Already?

Finally, his human ears caught what the dragon had sensed. Someone was crying for help—a young boy. But where? 

The sound of rushing water came next, and PJ's measured walk turned into an all-out sprint. He found the water—a deep, fast-moving creek—but where was the boy? 

There.

PJ didn't think twice, throwing off his bag and diving headfirst into the water. He paddled and kicked until he collided with something small. Wrapping his arms around the kid, he pushed off the bottom and used all his might to propel them to the surface. As soon as they reached air, the child coughed and spat up water—a good sign. The river was fast, but PJ was strong, and he was able to swim to the edge, grabbing a nearby root. 

"How in the world did you hear that?" Grant asked, half-eaten red apple in hand.

"Take him," PJ said, thrusting the child at Grant. 

Grant tossed the apple aside and reached down to pluck the boy from the water. PJ hoisted himself up onto dry land then ran a hand through his short, dripping hair. 

"You okay, kid?" he said, still breathing heavily. 

The boy, who couldn't have been older than eight, nodded, though he looked haunted. "I was fishing with my dad," he said, staring at the water as if it could reach up and snatch him. "There was something. I…" He shook his head. "I fell in." 

"You're safe now," PJ said, placing a firm hand on his small shoulder, which was shaking. "C'mon, let's go find your dad." He glanced at the river, which was still rushing as if it had very recently seen a deluge. "I'm sure if we follow the river, we'll get you back to him."

The boy didn't wait for them, all but running back the way he'd come from. PJ rose slowly and picked up his sack, which now hung uncomfortably against his wet clothes.

"What was that about?" Grant asked, picking up his apple and dusting it on his clothes. "Was there something about the kid?"

"I don't know," PJ said, not wanting to think about what might've happened to the boy had he not listened to the dragon. "I just know I needed to save him."

"Hm." Grant pulled a second apple from his pocket and took a bite."Well, suppo' we'd better fi' his dad, get our rewar', and see why the drag'n was so interested in him."

"You're way too comfortable taking things," PJ said with a glare as they started walking back along the river. "After we make sure the kid gets back to his dad, we're going to find the farmer and pay for the apples."

"Yeah, with what—" Grant blinked. "Um. What is that?"

PJ looked down at his amulet, which was glowing beneath his shirt. He had the urge to hold out his hand, and in the center of his palm, a single silver coin appeared. 

"What the…?" Grant swiped it and inspected it. "Yeah, it's real, all right. Where did it come from? To pay for this apple?"

PJ didn't think so. "I think it's a reward for saving the boy's life."

"Huh." Grant flipped it in the air and caught it. "So that's how the grannies had all that gold to help out when you shifted back in Pigsend. Every time you knocked down a house, they'd rebuild it and get a few coins?"

"Maybe." They'd never mentioned it to PJ, but it did make sense. They certainly hadn't carried many coins on them. "In any case, we're about to lose the kid, so let's get after him. Maybe he can show us the way to town."

"And give us more money, too."

"Grant…"







Chapter Two










It didn't take long to catch up with the kid, who, despite being saved by PJ, seemed leery of the two teens following him. He didn't answer any of their questions about his name, or where he lived, or any of that. PJ could understand his hesitation. 

"Benny?" A man's voice called out moments before a tall, lanky figure appeared around a large tree. "Benny! Oh, thank goodness!" 

The boy put on a burst of speed and crashed into his father's arms, breaking into tears. 

The man held his son tightly and wordlessly. Then, after a moment, he noticed Grant and PJ—specifically that PJ was drenched. "Did you…?" The man looked down at his son. "You saved his life?"

"Yeah." PJ rubbed the back of his neck. "He said you two were fishing, and—"

"Don't tell your mother," the man said, putting the boy down. "She'll have my head. Least of all because you were skipping school." He turned to PJ and Grant with a kind smile. "Thank you so much. I can't even begin to tell you… My heart still hasn't slowed down since he fell in."

PJ hid a smile. "Well, he seems all right now." 

"Just lucky we were passing through when we did," Grant said, giving PJ a meaningful look. "And that we can swim, too!" 

But the man didn't seem to catch what Grant was insinuating, inspecting his son as if making sure he truly was all right. As he did so, PJ scrutinized the boy. He certainly didn't feel magical, and the dragon was being awfully quiet about him now. Had it only wanted PJ to save a life? That wasn't a bad thing. But it didn't seem like the sort of thing a dragon shifter should do regularly.

"In any case, probably should avoid fishing for a couple of days until the river calms down," PJ continued, clearing his throat. "It's pretty fast right now. My dad always told me to avoid playing near Pigsend Creek after a good rain—"

"Pigsend?" Benny's father did a double-take. "You two grew up in Pigsend?"

"You know Pigsend?" Grant asked.

"We got caught there in a nasty snowstorm a couple years ago during the winter solstice, had to stay at the Weary Dragon a few nights."

"Oh, I remember that solstice," PJ said with a nod. It was the one right before he'd had his shift, and it had snowed for a week straight. "So you know Bev?"

"I love Bev," Benny's father said with a grin. All at once, his hesitation melted away, and he held out his hand. "Byron Werst, at your service. This is my son, Benny. We live in the town of Gilramore, just twenty minutes from here." 

PJ shook his hand, relief washing over him. "We've been looking for a town. Been walking through the forest from Timberson the past day or so, and we'd become convinced the forest didn't have an end."

"Yeah, that's quite a walk," Byron said with a nod. "You two must be starving. C'mon, we've got plenty of room at our dinner table, as long as you don't mind a mess of children." He beamed. "You can tell me all about how Bev's doing at the Weary Dragon on the way back." 

~

PJ was glad to share all he knew about Bev, which wasn't much. The innkeeper had been gone for a few months right around the time the queen had fallen but had returned and resumed her life at the Weary Dragon without much of a fuss. PJ had theories about where she'd gone and why but didn't share them. 

"Yeah, we were on our way to see my in-laws on the other side of the country," Byron said, as Benny skipped ahead to pick up rocks and throw them. "It started snowing then just wouldn't stop. My wife Abigail was beside herself, but we made it to her parents' a few days late. The kids had a blast at the Weary Dragon, though. Bev was so kind to them, and we'll never forget that. Though we decided we'd never travel during the winter solstice again." 

"I don't blame you," PJ said. "But Pigsend is pleasant in the fall, especially during the Harvest Festival. If you're ever wanting to go back."

"I would, but my wife's up to her ears sorting through the mess that the king's inflicted on us," Byron said with a shake of his head. 

"What kind of mess?" PJ asked. 

"Well, showing up out of the blue, not being dead and overthrowing the queen," Byron said. "Gilramore was one of her first strongholds, and we've really been going through it since word hit us that we no longer work for her." He squinted and tilted his head to the side. "Well, let's just say the queen's strict policies and procedures have all gone up in flames—literally."

"So you worked for the queen?" PJ asked. 

He nodded. "I was a registrar." 

"What's that?" Grant asked. 

"Oh, you boys were probably too young to remember right after the first war," Byron said with a knowing nod. "Well, back when that ended and Her Majesty took control, she wanted to move into peace as quickly as possible. So she ordered a bureau of the registrar to be set up that would keep sworn loyalty statements from former kingside soldiers. Registrars like me kept the loyalty statements up-to-date and checked in on the kingside soldiers about once a year. Made sure they were acclimating to the new normal, not causing trouble, that sort of thing." 

The way Byron made it sound, he'd been doing the kingside soldiers a favor. PJ could only imagine a queen-hating soldier like Vellora Witzel, the towering butcher who lived across the street from Bev, willingly submitting herself to yearly updates.

"And they took well to that?" Grant asked, sounding as dubious as PJ felt.

"I mean… They could sign the loyalty pledge, or…" He glanced at his son, who had wandered ahead of them, but not too far that he wasn't listening. "Well. I think you can guess the alternatives. Gilramore was named the regional registrar center for everyone on this side of the country. My wife was the head registrar and had at least a hundred folks working for her."

"All in Gilramore?" PJ asked.

"Spread out over the region," Byron replied. "Gilramore itself isn't that big. Maybe two hundred people. But everyone was employed by the queen."

PJ shared a look with Grant. Definitely should keep mum about the dragon stuff around Byron and his wife. Somehow, he got the feeling their reception in Timberson wouldn't hold a candle to the treatment they'd get here if they found out what PJ really was.

Gilramore came into view, and while it was different, the dirt streets, small cottages with quaint gardens, and kindly people reminded PJ of home. Until, of course, he noticed all the flags and signs and paintings supporting the queen. Not to mention a pair of soldiers still wearing her colors. PJ, who'd run into his fair share of soldiers in Pigsend, tried to avoid looking them in the eye as they walked by, even though they technically had no authority to arrest him. But he'd learned that out in the countryside, rules weren't always followed exactly. 

There was a small farmers' market in the center of town, which was full of produce of every color and variety, including the same apples Grant had helped himself to earlier. Around the square, there was also a blacksmith shop, a library, a schoolhouse, the town hall (which was much smaller than Pigsend's), and a collection of offices that bore the queen's symbol. 

"That's where Abigail works," Byron said. "Well, used to. Her office is still there, but she spends most of the time at the mayor's office."

"All right there, Byron?" 

PJ stopped, staring at one of the soldiers still in uniform. He eyed PJ and Grant suspiciously, and PJ forced himself to meet the soldier's gaze. 

"Yeah, just found a couple of friends on the road," Byron said with a smile, patting PJ on the back. "Passing through town."

"Mm." The soldier didn't quite relax all the way. "Lots of that happening these days. Random people just passing through." 

"Is that a problem?" Grant asked, crossing his arms and showing none of the fear PJ felt. 

"Of course it isn't," Byron said with a laugh. "Ease up, Quentin. I promise, they're not in town to cause trouble. I wouldn't be inviting them to dinner if they were."

Quentin made a face but didn't say anything else, and Byron quickly ushered them onward.

"Who was that?" PJ asked. "And why is he still wearing a uniform?"

"Quentin Shellman. Former queen's soldier." He cleared his throat and made sure they were out of earshot. "I'm not sure Quentin owns any other clothes. He took great pride in working for the queen. He'd just been assigned here from Queen's Capital when it all happened." He shuddered. "Probably for the best. Can't imagine where he'd be after those magical usurpers got their hands on the likes of him. I hear they really did a number on poor Dag Flanigan."

PJ's blood ran cold. Dag Flanigan was a dangerous magic-hunter who'd nearly captured him as he was going through his first shift. It was only thanks to Grant and their other friend Valta Climber that PJ had been able to escape. 

"You don't say?" Grant said to cover PJ's silence. 

"They let him live, at least, which is…" Byron cleared his throat, glancing down at Benny, who was looking up at his father with wide eyes. "Let's just say the folks in Queen's Capital weren't all so fortunate."

"It's a lovely town," Grant said, perhaps, like PJ, hoping to change the subject away from the figure who'd haunted PJ's nightmares. "Lots of friendly faces." A blacksmith walked by, giving them a once-over as if they'd done something to offend him. "And clearly trusting of newcomers."

"It's not their fault," Byron said. "Ever since…well, things changed, there've been more people passing through town. We always had people coming and going, you know, especially at the inn. But they were always associated with the queen."

He pointed to a white building with a thatched roof that seemed similar to the Weary Dragon but instead had a placard describing it as the Gilramore Inn. 

"Lately, there've only been strange folks with…" He cleared his throat. "Magic."

"Gotta be careful of those magical folks," Grant said with a solemn nod. "Never know who might be hiding the power to turn into a giant dragon."

PJ could've burned him alive with a glare. 

But Byron didn't seem to notice. "I can't even imagine. The inn's resorted to testing people when they come through the door. Not much they can do about it, but we can make them feel unwelcome enough to get the message across. And it's not as if the majority of us have anything better to do."

PJ nodded. There were lots of people out and about, and not a whole lot of people working. What did happen to a town employed to enforce the queen's vast network of policies and procedures when those edicts no longer applied? Suppose there were a lot, like Byron, with time on their hands. 

Just how much time the former registrar had was evident when he led them to a quaint two-story house on the outskirts of town. The fence had been freshly painted, and based on the overturned dirt, there'd been a slew of new flowers planted recently. The porch was spotless, and also newly painted, and every one of the windows glimmered as if they'd just been washed that morning. 

"You have a lovely home," PJ said as they climbed the steps. "I can tell you take a lot of pride in it."

"I don't like sitting still," Byron said. "I spent the last few years traveling the region almost every week. Then all of a sudden, I'm unemployed. Abigail told me I'd better figure out something to do else she'd make me sleep in the barn. So I've been keeping myself busy sprucing up the house."

"And breaking your son out of school?" Grant said. 

"Yeah." Byron rubbed the back of his head. "I mean, it was such a nice day. Too nice to be stuck indoors." 

"We won't say a word," PJ said. 

Benny ran upstairs to get changed, and PJ, whose clothes had mostly dried on the walk back to town, took a seat with Grant in the kitchen. Byron returned from the root cellar with an armful of vegetables to join a cut of bright red beef that had been wrapped in paper.

"We used to eat a lot at the local tavern, but now that I'm out of work, I've got time to really work on my cooking and baking. I've gotten pretty good, I'll tell ya, but I still haven't quite figured out how Bev made that rosemary bread so good."

"I tried once before, too," PJ said. "I think she's just got the magic touch."

"Hopefully not magic touch," Byron said with a frown. 

"Erm. Figure of speech." PJ shrugged. "I'm fairly sure Bev's normal. Other than her penchant for fixing problems in Pigsend." Grant nudged PJ's foot, and PJ cleared his throat. "So what's going to happen to everyone who was employed by the queen?"

"Frankly, we haven't a clue. The kingside folks have never been known for their communication, you know? Right now, everyone's kind of on their own. Some towns are reverting to the way things were, but I can't see us taking down our banners and colors unless we're forced to." He brightened, clearly ready to talk about something else. ""So, you boys said you came from Timberson? What brought you up there?"

"Traveling the country," Grant said before PJ could respond. "We were at the university in Sheepsburg but decided it wasn't for us. Trying to make our fortunes elsewhere, you know? The world's changed, as you said, and there's gotta be opportunity for two bright young men with a hunger to improve themselves. PJ and I have a specific set of skills that I felt were better used helping people in the wider world than learning how business works in a classroom." He flashed a cheeky grin. "It was a good thing we walked by the river when we did."

"You aren't joking." Byron let out a low breath. "To be honest, I'm not sure how I'm going to explain you two to my wife without telling her the whole story." 

"Well, if you're worried—" Grant began, but this time, PJ was faster. 

"We promise we won't say a word about it," he said, giving Grant a warning glance. Better to ask nicely than threaten him with blackmail. "We'll be content to get a hot meal and learn a little more about the town." 

"And maybe a place to sleep?" Grant managed. 

"That might be a bridge too far to ask my wife," Byron said, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. "But you know, the only thing she can say is no. Either way, we'll figure something out. There really is no way I can repay you two for what you did today." 

"We were happy to help," PJ said, picking up a knife. "Shall I help you with those potatoes? And Grant can peel those carrots, too."







Chapter Three










Grant was not pleased to be volunteered to help but thankfully kept his comments to himself. PJ worked diligently on the spuds, waiting for the right time to talk with Grant about everything, but Byron wasn't gone long enough for PJ to get more than a hasty reminder to stop acting like a grifter. After all, they'd found a place to eat, and maybe to sleep for the night—PJ wasn't about to let Grant ruin this, too. 

Not long after they started on the vegetables, Abigail and two other kids (Pascal, age six, and little Margo, age three) arrived, and she was less than pleased to see two strangers in her kitchen. Byron, of course, didn't mention that they'd saved Benny's life, perhaps hoping that the shared connection to Pigsend would loosen the frown on her face. 
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