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      Argyle’s particular about how to be human, but rules must be broken to save his favorite town.

      

      Of all the towns on Argyle Mim’s trading routes, he’s always enjoyed visiting Merseton best. The residents understand the unusual, and he can’t deny he’s far from usual. So when he learns of a cavalry troop bent on destroying his favorite town, Argyle races to warn them and becomes more involved in the town’s defense than he’d anticipated.

      

      Fen Pepper never wanted to be a cavalry soldier, but when his brother is forcibly conscripted, he volunteers. He’s always protected Cor from people who don’t understand him, and he’s not about to stop now. A monster-killing obsessed captain leads the cavalry troop, and their target is the little town of Merseton, which might or might not exist. When Cor is injured during a skirmish, Fen stays with him while the rest of the troop flees—abandoning them to a town of monsters.

      

      But all is not what it seems, and Fen finds his prejudices and fears challenged at every turn. Trader Argyle takes Fen under his wing and helps him navigate this odd new world. The cavalry will return—Fen knows their captain well enough for that—endangering the people who rescued him and his brother. While Fen reconsiders the bad information he’s been fed all his life and tries not to consider his growing feelings for Argyle, he knows he’ll have to choose between questionable loyalty and the truth right in front of him.

      

      This book contains: one cat who knows more than she should, some horrible holy relics, and a number of very angry birds.
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      No matter what Argyle tried, the ancient carthorse wouldn't, or more likely couldn't, go any faster. He'd considered becoming a horse himself, but having never tried it, in his agitated state, he'd probably have ended up as some horrific mockery of a horse. Even if he managed something generally horselike, he had no one to put him in harness. It didn't help that Mao was still out hunting somewhere, so he couldn't even ask her to stand watch instead. Nothing was important enough to abandon the cart on the road, not even this.

      He let go of the reins and shook his fingers out. They refused to remain correct, melting into extra digits or insisting on claws. Argyle hadn't had so much trouble with his hands in years. Ears? Yes. Ears were a perpetual problem, but he'd thought by now he'd mastered hands.

      Three more hills… now two more…

      A familiar figure stood at the top of the final hill, and relief bit Argyle hard with sharp little teeth. The breeze teased at the coat of cloth feathers as the person stood with arms upraised.

      Argyle slid off the driver's seat and ran ahead, leaving Buttercup to catch up as she could. "Geoffrey!"

      The weather witch turned with a frown. "Trader Argyle? We weren't expressing… expecting you so soon."

      "Yes! Not important!" Argyle waved a more-or-less correct hand back at the hills. "Troops! Human troops!"

      Geoffrey frowned harder at him. "Very unspecific. There are human troops heading this way? Already here? For what purple… purpose?"

      Argyle took a slow breath, which generally helped when one was human. "Mounted, armed troops are looking for Merseton. To exterminate the vermin, the one in charge said."

      "Ah." Geoffrey considered this, his frown threatening to leave permanent crags in his face. "We need Ro. Hurry."

      "That's what I've been trying to do all morning," Argyle grumbled. "But I can't leave Buttercup and the cart on their own. Can't you go tell Ro?"

      Geoffrey looked between Buttercup, still plodding, and Argyle, eyebrows scrunched, but kept any sardonic comments to himself. "Ro will listen patiently, then insist he needs to question the witness. It will save time if you come with me." He lifted a hand and made a complicated gesture before calling, "Cecil!"

      Geoffrey's familiar, a shadow imp, materialized in front of him before he'd finished the second syllable. "You rang, boss?"

      "Don't call me that." Geoffrey's sigh held notes of long-suffering fondness. "Watch Buttercup and the cart, please. We have to wake Ro."

      Cecil hesitated. He most likely had questions, as any sensible imp would, but he shrugged and made himself smaller to hurry over to the cart in mouse shape. Some of his shadow shapes frightened Buttercup, so he tended to overcompensate.

      As for Buttercup, she didn't even flick an ear as the shadow mouse ran up her harness and down the cart hitch. Argyle watched until Cecil was back in imp form and in control of the reins before he went after Geoffrey, hustling down the road toward town.

      "What were you doing on the hilltop?" Argyle easily kept up with Geoffrey's shorter legs, and wondered if the slow pace of others would dictate the whole day.

      "The wind had something to tell me." Geoffrey took a sharp turn off the road onto a path that Argyle would've missed on his own. "I think you've answered what."

      Now they hurried through the woods, where it was more of a challenge to keep up with Geoffrey. Fallen tree limbs and overhanging branches didn't slow the weather witch at all. Argyle longed to turn into a rabbit, but very few in Merseton knew what he was. Geoffrey wasn't one of them.

      He had heard that Ro, the closest thing the town had to an official keeper of the peace, lived in the woods now with his vampire lover, Edmund. Politest vampire Argyle had ever met, and one who bought violin strings from him, which only improved Argyle's opinion of him.

      By the time they reached a clearing, Geoffrey was out of breath, the heavy summer air weighing even Argyle down like a giant, damp rug. He'd spent enough time hidden under rugs to know—not a pleasant memory, thankfully wiped away by the sight of Ro's house.

      Argyle had assumed it would be a snug forest cottage, and it was that. Only… it was up in a tree.

      Geoffrey jogged to the trunk and pulled on a rope. A bell clanged, tinny and unpleasant, but perhaps that was the point.

      Up in the branches, a window flew open, and Ro, hair wild, dressed in a nightshirt, poked his head out. "What's wrong? Argyle? You weren't due back in town until next week?"

      Everyone's going to ask that, aren't they? Until I'm quite tired of it. Argyle ignored the second question for that reason alone. "There's a troop on the road looking for Merseton. With the intent of exterminating everyone here. I sent them the wrong way, but who knows how long they'll be lost?"

      "Give me a moment." Ro ducked back inside, where there was rustling and soft conversation.

      Almost too quickly for belief, Ro returned fully dressed, with his thick, black hair pulled back in a neat tail. Instead of using the rope ladder, he simply leaped out of the elevated second-story window and landed with perfect ease.

      Elves. Bunch of showoffs.

      "All right." Ro straightened his jacket, the only thing disheveled by his landing. "Any idea who they are? How many and how are they armed? How far away?"

      "I don't know how far away." Argyle waved his hands in random directions. "Depends if they're more lost now or less lost, doesn't it?"

      "Fair."

      "Shouldn't you do something?" Argyle stuffed his hands in his vest pockets to keep them still. The claws were back.

      One black eyebrow climbed toward Ro's hairline. "I am. I'm asking you questions. Though probably not helpful of me to ask several at once. Answers would be helpful, though. Where did you come across this troop?"

      "In Sunting Downs. In the market square," Argyle hissed through his teeth, that moment of panic still sharp. "Not sure who they were—who had sent them, that is. They had a ship insignia on their uniforms. I didn't recognize it. Twenty-three hum—horsemen, including the officer. Swords and bows, far as I could tell."

      "All right. Not as bad as it could be." Ro tipped his head up to call toward the window. "Edmund! Lock up and stay inside, please, my dear. Until I know more."

      "Are you certain?" A sleep-mussed head of golden hair poked out the window, though Edmund took one look at the bright sky and retreated into shadow. "I could fly and take a look?"

      "Perhaps this evening. I'll try not to be too long," Ro called up with a fond smile.

      Edmund dutifully closed the window, and the latch clicked decisively. Once Ro seemed satisfied that his love was secure, he nodded to Argyle and strode away from the tree. He and Geoffrey were apparently meant to follow, though Ro hadn't so much as said please. Argyle tried his best to be polite and correct, so he noticed such things.

      But Ro's stride conveyed important and official business, so Argyle thought he understood the distinction. They hurried along a narrow path—obviously well used, since the brambles were kept trimmed—and Argyle's suspicions about their destination proved correct when they broke through the trees within sight of a familiar, neat cottage with an extensive garden. He made frequent deliveries to Grandma Tutti's, though he always came by the front door path. The door stood open, as if they were expected.

      They probably were.

      Still, Ro rapped on the open door with the back of one knuckle. "Grandma Tutti?"

      There, see? Polite.

      "In the kitchen, Ro dear!" Grandma Tutti's voice floated out to them, calming and warm. "Come join us!"

      Us turned out to be Grandma Tutti and Madame Meli, sitting comfortably at the kitchen table with tea and fruit tarts. A shiver ran down Argyle's arms despite the day's heat, and he hesitated in the doorway. Not that he was afraid of Madame Meli. But prudently cautious? Yes. Indeed, yes.

      Ro, on the other hand, didn't even slow, sweeping into the kitchen to pull out a chair for himself. "Good. You're both here. This saves time." He caught himself with a little frown and sketched a bow. "Good afternoon, Grandma Tutti, Aunt Meli."

      Madame Meli hid a smile behind a sip of tea while Grandma Tutti asked, "Is this about the cavalry troop?"

      "You already knew." A hint of indignation colored Ro's words as he sank into the chair.

      "We only just heard." Madame Meli waved a hand to indicate the sparrow on the windowsill. "The birds tell us an armed troop has reached the edge of Evenwood. The inhabitants of the wood are uneasy."

      "I see. I definitely share their unease." Ro turned to where Argyle still hovered in the doorway. "Argyle can tell you what he heard in Sunting Downs."

      Argyle checked his hands out of habit before joining them at the table. Grandma Tutti had always known what he was—he had felt it safest to be honest with her—and he suspected Madame Meli must have known as well, simply because she knew things. "Human troops. Don't know where they came from. On a mission to eradicate Merseton. Though they weren't sure where to find the town."

      Grandma Tutti let out a soft, tired breath. "It's been some time. But they're not the first."

      "A long time, indeed. And they're far too close already." Madame Meli tapped one elegant, mahogany finger on the table. "We need to keep them from crossing through the wood."

      "How would an armored cavalry troop even cross the wood?" Geoffrey plunked himself down in the chair beside his grandmother. "The road from Sunting Downs ends before the trees begin, and the wood hides the traders' road."

      "There are deer paths." Ro shook his head. "Not ideal for war horses, but those ways aren't enchanted, and they could get through if they found one."

      Argyle cleared his throat and caught Grandma Tutti's eye. "I could always⁠—"

      She fixed him with a hard glare. "Argyle Mim. You will not."

      "But maybe just the officer⁠—"

      He found himself pinned between her warning stare and Madame Meli's as they both said, in rather frightening unison, "No. Absolutely not."

      "All right," Argyle mumbled. They would most likely explain that they didn't want to hurt anyone, if he asked. It wasn't that Argyle relished the idea, either. He'd left that life behind and would very much prefer not. But sometimes humans—people—needed to be hurt when one was protecting something important.

      Ro sat with his head cocked to one side as if listening to some silent conversation. "I've heard that the Evenwood is haunted."

      "On occasion," Madame Meli answered with a smile so hard it could have cut stone. "When it needs to be."
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        * * *

      

      Mao returned while Argyle was getting Buttercup settled at the White Stag's stable. No matter how far he'd traveled while Mao was out hunting, she always found him again. Eventually. That day, though, her timing couldn't have been better.

      Striped tail held high, she strutted in the stable door, licking her whiskers in evident satisfaction.

      "Good hunting, was it?" No question it had been. Her striped and spotted coat gave her the advantage in forests and wild meadows.

      Mao, she answered and rubbed her head against Argyle's thigh before she stood on her hind legs and patted his midriff with her front paws to demand ear scratches.

      When he'd taken her in as a kitten, he'd assumed she was a lost housecat, but since then, humans had informed him that no housecat was that tall or long-legged. She had to be some wildcat mix. All the better for Argyle, since a normal little cat wouldn't have been half the guardian Mao had grown to be.

      "Would you watch the cart for me, please? I might not be back until late tonight."

      She head butted his leg hard enough to knock him back a step and purred her assent.

      "Thank you. May your claws sink deeply into tender parts if anyone tries to get past you."

      Mao standing guard gave Argyle one less thing to worry about. Easier to concentrate on potentially terrorizing humans that way.

      By late afternoon, heavy clouds had gathered and so had half the town on the Merseton side of Evenwood, the dense branches of the pines serving to muffle conversation. Argyle hadn't heard anyone in Grandma Tutti's kitchen say to spread the word, and yet word had spread faster than black mold, a strange magic unique to small towns.

      While Ro organized the stronger and more martially inclined townsfolk—lycans, minotaurs, centaurs, trolls, and so on—as a last line of defense, should it become necessary, Grandma Tutti gathered the magical folk around her.

      "Geoffrey, could we have some voices on the wind?" Grandma Tutti waited until she had a nod from her grandson. "Good. Eerie and startling would be best. Cecil, something large and ominous, perhaps?"

      "Yes, ma'am." Cecil managed a credible salute. "One cave guardian deluxe."

      "Thank you, dear." She turned to Madame Meli. "I think you should be able to manage some ghosts?"

      "Oh, yes." Madame Meli replied with far too much relish. "The lost and the tormented."

      Grandma Tutti nodded to her daughter next. "Frida, you and I and the girls will bespeak the birds. Kiriko? Mrs. Pickle?"

      The kitsune cobbler showed her sharp teeth when she grinned. "Some humans find a chorus of foxes unsettling."

      Mrs. Pickle's snuffle could have been a laugh. "Horses don't like small things rushing by. The ones they hear but don't see."

      "Perfect. Argyle? Something visually horrible?"

      "Are you certain I can't⁠—?"

      Grandma Tutti patted his arm. "I'm certain. I appreciate that you want to protect us, but just something frightening, please."

      Argyle tamped down on a sigh. He could've resolved the whole thing within minutes. "Fine. I can do scary."

      The youngest generation of Wurstuffens seemed puzzled by the exchange, but no one explained, for which Argyle was grateful.

      "Are we going in now, Grandma?" Marta Wurstuffen took a step toward the trees as if eager to start their collective reign of terror.

      "Not yet." Grandma Tutti held up a staying hand. "Everything depends on what our scouts find."

      Scouts? The arrival of several small birds and a not-at-all-small bat answered Argyle's question before he could ask. The bat landed on Ro's shoulder, squeaking, and he excused himself from his war party to take the bat behind one of the larger trees at the wood's edge. A moment later, as Argyle had suspected, he returned with Edmund, now fully dressed and human shaped.

      Is the two-legged form called human or vampire? Is one rude and the other not?

      Ro waved the magical contingent over, and Argyle had to put vampiric speculation aside.

      "Go ahead, my dear." Ro gestured toward Edmund. "Tell us what you observed."

      "The daylight glare kept me from seeing details, I'm s—" Edmund cut himself off with a flustered shake of his head. "At any rate. The, ah, troop has camped on the far side of the wood, at a spot where the way through is less obvious. The officer was arguing with what sounded like senior cavalrymen. They wanted to send in scouts. He wanted to just barrel through, path or no path."

      "Good thing the daylight doesn't affect your hearing," Ro said in a drier-than-bone-dust tone.

      Edmund let out a little ha, so it must've been teasing. "Yes. The officer—he sounded young—finally conceded far enough to send scouts to find a way in, but they were lighting the lanterns and crossing the damned wood before midnight. He wasn't willing to lose another day."

      "How lovely," Madame Meli crooned. "Impatient youngsters make the most delightful mistakes."

      Dire Talondon, the lycan shopkeeper, rumbled, "Be a shame if those scouts didn't make it back."

      No one immediately jumped in to tell him no. It was a struggle, but Argyle managed not to spit out, So I can't, but he can? Dire might have meant something else entirely, after all.

      "Probably best if we don't impede them," Ro suggested. "Let them return and say the wood is safe. Let the whole troop ride in, confident that the rumors are simply hearth tales."

      Thunder rumbled overhead, even the sky adding ominous support to Ro's plan. Edmund and the birds kept an eye on the scouts as they crept about the edge of the wood, cautious, but not yet frightened. Once the scouts had chosen what they felt was the best path—not the main one, they'd missed that, but one that would get them to Merseton eventually—Ro separated his troops into small groups and positioned them at the best places along the route.

      "Argyle and I will take that pretty clearing at the bend in the path," Madame Meli said, interrupting Ro's instructions.

      He raised a perfectly arched eyebrow at her. "But Auntie⁠—"

      "Perfect spot for ghosts, among the pink mallow flowers," she insisted. "Don't worry. We'll be fine on our own."

      Ro rubbed at his forehead as if he had a headache coming on. "I wasn't worried for you, Aunt Meli. I've no doubt you could dispatch the entire troop on your own. Ah, well. Fine. That's fine. I'll move the Wurstuffens down the path a bit."

      Argyle followed Madame Meli to their designated spot, though he stayed a few paces behind. Did she? Didn't she?

      "Stop fidgeting," she whispered as she found a place for them to watch the clearing behind a sturdy pine. "I can't imagine why I make you so nervous."

      "You can't?" Argyle blurted out.

      She clicked her tongue. "You must know by now that I know."

      Unwilling to make assumptions and not through blurting questions, Argyle whispered, "Know what?"

      "I know exactly who you are. Or what you were, I suppose, to be more precise."

      "Oh. Ah, good?" That answers that. Argyle shed his vest and bent to yank off his boots. "Wouldn't you rather be paired with someone better, ah, matched?"

      She half turned to narrow her eyes at him. "I won't judge your performance, if that's the concern. Do you have something planned?"

      "I thought I'd try a horse," he said with an airy wave.

      The narrowed eyes became somehow more skeptical. "A… horse."

      "Yes. You see, I've never tried one before. The results could be horrifying."

      "Splendid," she murmured as if they were chatting over tea, though her smile reminded him of a cave eel waiting in ambush. "I look forward to it."

      Not long after, three short whistles from Ro's position indicated that he'd received word—bird or bat—of the human scouts returning to their encampment. The cavalry officer must have had his troops mounted and ready, since another three short whistles sounded moments later, announcing the troop entering the forest, their cantering hoof beats loud on the path of hard-packed dirt.

      The wind began first, no more than a hair-tugging breeze, but it carried menace, whispers that demanded the listener's attention. No… not here… so dark… it's coming… where…

      Soon the breeze picked up, stirring branches, adding the susurration of waving pine needles to the chorus. Not here! You can't be here! Where am I? It's coming through the trees!

      "Oh, well done, Geoffrey," Madame Meli whispered.

      In the distance a fox barked, altogether too much like a human scream cut short. Another joined it, closer to the path, then another, closer still.

      "What in hell's that?" a young voice cried out, high and frightened.

      "Steady, boys," an older voice admonished. "Naught but foxes."

      Clearly the cavalrymen weren't reassured. Their steady cantering in formation had devolved into stops and starts, a hesitant trot here, an uneven walk there.

      "Stay in formation, you mewling cowards!" Ah, there was the officer. Argyle recognized that arrogant voice from the marketplace. "It's just a sodding forest!"

      As if the forest heard him, the undergrowth began to rustle, small, furtive sounds at first. Mrs. Pickle's small folk had arrived—the mice, the voles, the shrews, the hedgehogs, and rabbits—all the forest denizens who made their homes in the understory. The rustles became scurries, and then the rushing of dozens and dozens of small feet became the sound of an oncoming flood.

      The officer's stallion, a big gray brute of a horse, had already shown his displeasure with the whole affair, stamping a hoof and tossing his head. When the brush beside him suddenly swayed and shook, he hopped sideways, nearly unseating his rider.

      "I've never seen a horse do that before," Argyle whispered.

      Madame Meli spared him a soft snort, but most of her attention was on the illusion she'd begun to weave. "Our turn, Argyle. Be the best horror you can."

      Of course, Madame Meli was right. The hoofbeats, uneven and jittery as they were, approached their bend in the path. Argyle hurriedly shucked the rest of his actual clothes and let go of his human form, melting into an approximate box shape. He'd always found it easier to ease into something complicated if he started with something simple first. Legs first—and suddenly he couldn't recall how a horse's back legs were proportioned. Oh, well. Something like a cat's would do. Body, easy enough, though he decided not to finish the layers. Patches of white bone and muscle showing through would work. Front legs…

      Well. Those look like a toddler drew them. Fine.

      He managed a thick, flowing mane and tail of moon white, a good contrast to the rest of his ragged construction. And the head? Skulls were nice. He knew how to shape a horse's skull.

      Madame Meli turned to him when he whickered. "Oh, Argyle. That is dreadful."

      She smiled, though, definitely more pleased than repulsed, as she turned to the clearing and raised her hands. Just as the first riders came into view, several apparitions rose from the ground—a drowned woman with duckweed tangled in her hair, a child with black hollows for eyes, and a decapitated man carrying his head before him. The accompanying scent of decay and the wails of despair added the perfect level of eeriness without being overdone.

      The two vanguard riders halted abruptly, staring while the line of cavalry following bunched up and milled about in confusion. The officer, somewhere in the middle of the troop, shouted and cursed for the men to move on, but the front riders remained frozen.

      The faux ghosts advanced. One of the riders screamed and tried to turn his horse, but there wasn't room on the path.

      "Hells' sakes, man!" With much jostling of horses, the officer shoved his way to the front of the column. "Just ride past whatever it is!"

      Without taking her attention from the soldiers, Madame Meli whispered, "Now, Argyle."

      He'd considered a high-pitched whinny for his entrance, but as Argyle burst through the trees, he let out a banshee scream instead, skull mouth agape, and rushed straight for the hapless young officer.

      Beneath his feathered helm, the young man's eyes went wide as dinner plates. "Holy mother of—" He waved his drawn sword wildly toward Argyle. "Shoot it! Shoot it! Shoot it!"

      At least three of the soldiers kept their heads and began firing arrows from short, sturdy cavalry bows. Several hit, which impressed Argyle. Not that it did them any good. He simply absorbed the arrows. Not his preferred dinner, but not terrible. He could do with a bit more iron in his diet. But those had been good shots under duress and in uncertain light, he had to admit.

      The officer was attempting to control his horse while keeping his—now shaking—sword arm leveled at Argyle. Not the best idea. The gray charger wasn't having it as he plunged and reared in protest, making his rider unsuccessful at both things.

      Argyle charged full speed directly for him, skidded to a stop within three feet and looked the officer right in the eyes with his empty skull sockets. "Boo."

      The poor man went white as cottage cheese and fell from his horse onto his head. He didn't get back up.

      Good thing he was wearing a helmet.

      Argyle had only a moment to enjoy the chaos as the gray charger plunged back the way they'd come, sowing further confusion and disorder in the ranks, and then another half moment to register the sudden increase in forest noise.

      And then the birds arrived.

      The owls came first, harbingers on silent wings, swooping close to horses' ears. The nightjars followed with their strange clicking, insect sounds, gathering close in the brush on both sides of the path. An old raven landed on a branch at the front of the cavalry column and croaked twice.

      The forest exploded. Birds of every shape and size—songbirds, water birds, corvids, raptors, night birds and daylight ones—burst from the branches all around and descended on the troop in a giant cloud.

      Argyle collapsed his horror-horse form and scurried back to Madame Meli as a raccoon.

      "Very prudent," she whispered to him as he regained his human shape. "Best not to get in their way."

      "They seem rather angry," Argyle said as he hurried back into his clothes.

      "Oh yes," she answered with a winter-chill smile. "They are."

      The birds went after faces and hands, making it impossible for any of the soldiers to draw weapons or even effectively bat them aside as they tried to protect their eyes. Screams from both men and horses echoed through the trees.

      Argyle would have hesitated to say it aloud, but it was rather fun.

      "Retreat, you idiots!" one of the older soldiers bellowed. "Out! With all possible speed!"

      "To camp?" a frightened young voice asked.

      "Gods no! Back to Clearmont! None of us are paid enough for this!"

      The two other obvious veterans were off their horses, heads down, nearly crawling along the ground to retrieve the fallen officer. They managed, with much cursing and shouting, to heave him over an empty saddle as the rest of the troop did their best to run away. The smart ones got down and led their horses, trying their best to see through the storm cloud of furious avians. Once the horses got the idea that they were leaving, though, they knew the way out unerringly and dashed back down the path, some of them leaving their riders to run after them.

      The birds followed them, presumably until they'd exited the forest. Quiet fell. Not the absence of sound, since the night forest resumed its normal noises, but in the wake of the bird storm, it felt like silence. Wonderfully dark, too, with all the lanterns gone.

      Somewhere off to the left, Cecil complained, "I didn't even get to be a little ominous."

      Madame Meli stepped into the clearing. "That seems to have done it."

      "All gone." Argyle couldn't help a satisfied smile as he stepped onto the path. "Every single one— Oh."

      "What is it?" Madame Meli peered around him. "Oh dear."

      Most of the troop had fled. A few yards down the path, two soldiers remained, abandoned by their fellows and their horses. The larger one lay crumpled on the ground, most likely thrown from his horse in the confusion. The smaller of the two stood over his companion with sword drawn, though in the dark, his human eyes had no chance of seeing what was coming, and he startled and twisted at every small sound.

      Madame Meli sighed. "I suppose someone will need to handle that."

      "I could…?" Argyle waved in the direction of the abandoned soldiers.

      "You are persistent. No. Tutti's coming. A much better choice to deal with humans than one of us."

      Up the path, two lanterns moved toward them, guiding not merely Grandma Tutti, but the entire Wurstuffen contingent. Madame Meli pulled the Wurstuffen matriarch aside as they approached, and the two ancients had a short, whispered conference. The only part Argyle overheard was, They're practically children. We can't just leave them like that.

      They didn't look that young to Argyle, but he supposed if one was several centuries old, most beings could be considered children.

      "Frida, with me." Grandma Tutti waved her daughter to her. "Argyle, you too. Everyone else, stay here, please."

      Argyle blinked in surprise. "Me?"

      "Just in case things go badly, dear. We may need you for, ah, restraint."

      "I see." Argyle wasn't keen on restraint in front of people who didn't know about him, but he was curious enough about the abandoned pair that he didn't argue. Did the others even know they'd been left behind? Were they bad riders? Were they left behind on purpose because they weren't important or as spies?

      The last seemed less likely when the standing soldier spoke. "Who's there? Show yourselves, foul fiends! You can't have him for you evil rituals or your vile dinner!"

      "I'm not certain what stories they've told you," Grandma Tutti said in her warmest, most comforting tones. She raised her lantern high so the soldier could see her clearly. "But we certainly don't eat people."

      Most of us don't. I don't often. Not anymore.

      The sword pointed at Grandma Tutti wavered. Lowered. Rose again to point in a not-terribly-menacing way, since the arm holding it shook so badly. "You're… you're not human! Or you're a witch! An evil witch!"

      Argyle snorted at that. "Grandma Tutti's no more evil than a cauliflower."

      She chuckled at that. "I suppose some of my children thought me so for insisting they eat cauliflower, but no. There are no evil witches here. You appear to need help, young sir."

      "Just… just leave us alone!"

      "Is he your friend?" Grandma Tutti took a cautious step closer, and Argyle tensed, ready to intervene. "Your lover? Is that why you stayed with him?"

      "I… he's…" The soldier obviously fought tears. "I couldn't leave him. He's my little brother."

      Hardly your little brother… But Argyle reasoned he meant younger. Human language was odd sometimes.

      "Of course not," Grandma Tutti soothed. "But he's hurt. What did you intend to do? I don't think you could carry him far on your own."

      "They'll…" The soldier swallowed hard. "They'll come back for us."

      "Hmm. Eventually, perhaps. But we all heard the sergeant order your troop back to Clearmont. That's quite a journey, there and back."

      "Weeks," he whispered. "It would be weeks before anyone could." He lowered his sword and met Grandma Tutti's steady gaze, equal parts apprehensive and defiant. "I guess we're your prisoners now."

      "If that makes this easier for you, we can say that you are for the moment," Grandma Tutti conceded. "But we don't have any jail cells or dungeons in town for that sort of thing."

      Argyle had the oddest sensation of feeling bad for the soldier. He didn't often care if regular humans got themselves into bad situations, but this one was doing his best to stand fast and be sensible when he was terrified and outnumbered. Brave little bugger, even if he is the enemy.

      "Ask him for his parole," Argyle suggested.

      "Oh, yes," Frida tugged her mother's sleeve. "We don't need any of that cell nonsense then."

      Grandma Tutti held a hand out. "Do you give your parole, young sir? To not cause mischief and not harm anyone in Merseton while we help your brother and while you remain our guest?"

      "Madame." He reversed his sword and handed it to her hilt first. "I give you my parole. I don't see that I have another choice."

      "Thank you." Grandma Tutti handed the sword over to Argyle, though he had no idea what he was supposed to do with it. "I'm Tutti Wurstuffen. Everyone calls me Grandma Tutti. This is my daughter, Frida. And that's Argyle Mim, one of the traders who keeps us on their routes."

      "You all seem very human."

      Argyle gave a serious nod. "Oh yes. Definitely human."

      "I'm sorry. They told us to expect… What happened to the ghosts?"

      "They did their job and have gone back to sleep." Grandma Tutti explained, which left out some truths, but wasn't a lie.

      The soldier rubbed both hands over his face, weariness in every movement. "I'm Fen. That's my brother Cor."

      "Welcome to you both." Grandma Tutti gave Fen a nod, then turned to the trees. "I'm about to call for some assistance. Please don't be alarmed. Many of our friends and neighbors are decidedly not human."
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      Fen couldn't have explained why he trusted Grandma Tutti from the moment she spoke. Part of him felt he absolutely shouldn't have, but her voice conjured sunny kitchens and warm honey cakes, rocking chairs by a cozy hearth and mugs of mint tea. It could have been a spell meant to deceive him. But what else was he to do? Cut down an elderly woman in front of her daughter because she might, possibly, be a witch?

      That might have been what the sergeants expected of him. Kill the vermin had been drilled into them from the beginning of the journey. Fen had never harmed anyone in his life, though. It seemed a stupid time to start—alone, with Cor to think of, and most likely the rest of the town watching from the trees.

      Trust in the promise of help, no matter how short-lived, was his best option.

      Still, he kept close to Grandma Tutti as more lanterns appeared along the path. The first to arrive weren't too alarming—an elf with a somewhat martial air, three more humans who might have been the old woman's relations, and a beautiful elven woman who carried herself like a queen. At Grandma Tutti's urging, the male elf unhooked a horn from his belt and blew two short blasts toward the forest. Things turned considerably more frightening from there.

      Fen sucked in a sharp breath as huge shapes loomed up out of the shadows—a minotaur, two griffins, and a creature that walked like a man but had wings and avian feet carrying some long object tucked underneath one arm. With them were two men of impressive size, probably not human, and all manner of inhuman beings—gnomes, fauns, and others he couldn't name. Fen jumped when Grandma Tutti put a hand on his shoulder.

      "Steady, steady," she murmured. "Friends and neighbors. They're here to help."

      Yes, but help with what?

      "This is Fen and his younger brother Cor," Grandma Tutti explained when everyone had gathered far too close for Fen's comfort. "They'll be staying with me at least until Cor recovers. Fen has given me his parole."

      "And we're just supposed to trust them?" a large man with shaggy gray hair snarled. His voice veered more toward inhuman with every word, sending shivers through Fen's shoulders.

      "Dire," the elven Lady said in a warning tone as she took Fen by the shoulders and turned him toward her.

      Certain that something would happen now—a death spell or one that would turn him into a frog—Fen squeezed his eyes shut and waited. And waited. When nothing happened, he cracked an eye open to find her simply staring at him with her strange golden eyes that gave the impression of being far too old and knowing far too much.

      "Yes," she finally said as she let Fen go without so much as giving him a case of warts. "We will trust them."

      Fen turned back to Grandma Tutti only to find a person with delicate dragonfly wings peering up at him.

      "Doesn't look like much of a soldier to me," the winged person declared.

      "Rude," Argyle muttered, suddenly at Fen's shoulder. Odd man.

      Maybe Fen should've been offended. But he couldn't find the energy, and honestly, the winged person was right. He managed to clear his stuck throat and get words out. "I do the best I can."

      "That's all any of us can do," Frida said with a glare for the winged person. "All right, let's see how bad it is."

      Her meaning became clear when she, Grandma Tutti, and the elven Lady knelt beside Cor, who hadn't moved since falling off his panicked horse. He was alive. Fen had been able to check before people had started appearing out of the night, but beyond that, Fen didn't know how badly he was hurt.

      Please be all right. Please. Please.

      All that he'd done to make certain Cor would survive, all that they'd been through, it couldn't end here. One of these women had to be a healer, didn't they? Wasn't that a witch thing?

      The moon had barely moved in the sky when Grandma Tutti stood from her examination, dusting off her knees. "Nothing broken, thank goodness. But head injuries can be tricky. He may not wake for a bit still."

      Fen's breath hitched, tears of relief threatening, but he wasn't going to cry in front of strangers and a collection of monsters. "Yes'm. I… Thank you."

      "Ishi, dear," Grandma Tutti spoke to the bird creature. "I think you brought something useful?"

      "Oh, yes. I quite forgot I was carrying it." The something useful turned out to be a simple litter composed of canvas stretched between two poles.

      "Why would you think to bring that?" one of the younger humans asked.

      "Invading soldiers. Probable casualties." The bird creature—Ishi—shrugged, which in itself was odd, involving one shoulder and wing. "It seemed obviously prudent."

      Not staring took most of Fen's concentration. He'd expected a bird voice. Simple phrases with squawking tones like a parrot. Instead, this Ishi person spoke smoothly in an educated manner. Maybe Fen was asleep back at camp, and this was all a bizarre dream.

      The minotaur and one of the large, probably-not-human people positioned themselves to pick Cor up. Fen's breath caught, and he took half a step forward before he could stop himself. Monsters were touching his brother, lifting him onto the stretcher, and Fen thought his racing heart might burst. But what could he do, one not-terribly-large soldier against this horde of unnatural beings?

      Watch. He could watch and remain wary. Everyone seemed to want to help, but that could change at any moment. Merseton had a reputation for a reason, didn't it? With as much resolve as he could muster, he walked behind the litter between Frida and Grandma Tutti, every step taking them farther into this nightmare.

      The trees finally thinned, and the party crossed a field to a serviceable road wide enough for two carts to pass. This was the actual road to Merseton, Fen reasoned, rather than the narrow, overgrown path the cavalry troop had taken. How one reached this road was still a mystery to him, so it wasn't as if he was gathering important intelligence. Not letting me see the right path is probably on purpose.

      Argyle appeared suddenly at Grandma Tutti's side, startling Fen badly. "Are you taking them to your cottage?"

      "Yes. I need to keep an eye on the young man's recovery." Grandma Tutti nodded toward the litter.

      "Very good. I'll meet you there." He jogged off into the gloom and was soon lost to sight over the next hill, leaving Fen with one less human.

      "Where's he going?" Fen whispered.

      "Oh, I'd imagine back to his wagon," Frida offered, the up and down movement of her lantern indicating a shrug. "Argyle doesn't often explain himself."

      Oh good. Something other people don't know.

      At a point sooner than Fen had expected, they turned off the road and took a smaller path that ran beside trees. Another wood—a different wood? It was hard to tell in the dark. They turned again onto a yet-smaller path snugged between dense bushes, and this let out into a moonlit clearing straight from a fireside story. An inviting cottage sat in the middle of the clearing, white gravel paths leading to the front and side doors. While details were difficult to make out in the moonlight, Fen got the impression of a well-tended garden and an air of comfortable domesticity.

      He could only hope the cozy little cottage was from a Madame Hull type of story, where helpful guests were rewarded, and not the oven-for-cooking-children sort. The entire party trooped inside the front door—unlocked, Fen noted—and Grandma Tutti turned up the lamps by the door.

      "Upstairs, please." She waved the little bearers toward the stairs. "Frida's old room at the back, I think. It will be quietest there." Then she turned to Fen, still hovering on the threshold. "I can give you a room, but I suspect you'd prefer to stay with your brother?"

      "Yes, ma'am. If you please." Fen cringed at the softness, the smallness of his own voice, but it had been a long day. And night.

      He followed the litter bearers up the stairs—nice stairs of well-polished wood with hardly a creak—and down the hall to a room at the back of the house. Probably a cozy room in the daylight with its double window letting in the sun. In the shifting lamplight, it was full of shadows and defeat. Fen helped with Cor's armor and boots rather than stand stupidly in the corner and only sank into the chair by the bed when Cor was comfortably tucked in.

      "I can make up a pallet on the floor," Grandma Tutti offered softly. "You really are more of a guest than a prisoner."

      Cor's pallor and the fact that he hadn't woken worried Fen too much, though. "I'd like to sit with him tonight. Just… just in case."

      The front door clicked open, and booted feet hurried up the stairs. Fen tensed, but it was only the trader returning with a bundle under his arm.
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