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"I, erm, think that's just how they're supposed to look." 

PJ Norris struggled to keep a straight face as the farmer showed him the interesting bulge between his goat's legs. While it certainly might've been unique, it didn't set off his magic senses whatsoever. 

The farmer deflated. "Well, shoot. I was hoping to sell him for some extra coin. You think I could still pass him off as a magical goat?"

"I think you can do whatever you set your mind to." Grant Hamblin, PJ's best friend and travel partner, slapped the farmer on the shoulder. "People believe all sorts of nonsensical stuff. Especially now that magic's legal again." 

PJ doubted that, and he also doubted the farmer would be able to pass his very normal goat off as anything more than a curiosity. But he'd halfway expected that when the farmer had waved him down as they were leaving his neighbor's house (where they'd been asked to inspect a pair of curiously feathered chickens). 

Word had started to spread, at least among the farmers near the small mining village of Padstow, that a pair of magical investigators were traveling the country, solving magical problems. PJ and Grant had earned that notoriety by helping not one but two towns so far. First had been the town of Gilramore, which had been plagued by a spate of butterfly attacks. And then, most recently, Padstow, whose magical mine had been hit by a series of surges, which had almost caused the gnomes who bolstered the entire economy to leave. 

In both cases, the causes of the incidents had been ancillary to the larger problems in town. PJ had helped a witch who'd been hiding for the better part of seven years reintegrate with her friends (and ensured a nasty bully had been made to feel most unwelcome), and he'd managed to find a solution for the gnomes, who would be forced to leave anyway when the magic fueling their mine ran out. That, more than finding the fairy who'd been attacking the town or the farmer trying to pad his pockets, had been the most rewarding part of his job. 

That being said, they hadn't made it very far out of Padstow before other farmers who'd heard of their exploits came to the road, hoping to see them. First, there'd been a farmer who wondered if something magical was killing his crops (it wasn't). Then, another farmer who wanted PJ to search his land for magic, in case he could entice the gnomes to move to his land (there wasn't any to be found). Then the farmer with the curious chickens and now the current one, who'd been loitering outside his neighbor's house. 

All along the way, Grant had been collecting silvers in exchange for their observations. As they left this latest farmer, Grant greedily counted the coins in his pouch, grinning like a madman now that he had his own coin to spend.

"You really didn't have to charge them," PJ said. "It's not like we're struggling for money."

"It's not about the money, Peej. It's about making sure they really want to bug us," Grant said. "I don't know about you, but I'm looking at the sun, and I'm looking at the surrounding area, and I'm not seeing a whole lotta towns. So if we're going to stop, we need to make potentially sleeping outside tonight worth our while."

The sun was still overhead, so they had time to find a place. But it was useless to argue, so PJ kept his opinions to himself. The days were growing shorter as winter approached, so Grant wasn't wrong to want to filter out some unnecessary stops. Still, they didn't exactly have a destination in mind, so any town with an inn and a place to eat would suffice—and if there happened to be a dragon shifter in need of help there, all the better. 

PJ, a shifter himself, had been given the task of searching the country by a trio of eccentric old women he called the grannies. They'd warned him the quest might take some time, as in their seven years of searching, he was the only one they'd found. But they'd also encouraged him to use his dragon powers for good, helping to right wrongs where he saw them and fixing problems as he was able. It had made the lack of dragon discovery a bit easier to swallow, though he sometimes wondered if he was wasting his time with gnomes and butterflies when there were larger problems to tackle.

As the hours wore on, and the sun sank on a still-vacant landscape, PJ couldn't help but worry Grant might've been right to try to speed things along. But just as he was ready to suggest they should find a soft spot on the ground, they came across a half-fallen sign with an arrow pointing off the main road toward a less-used one heading north. The paint had all but chipped off the wood, but it was still legible. 

Cheshireville Inn This Way

Softest (and only) beds from here to Caldona 

"Where's Caldona?" PJ asked. 

"I think it's on the tip of the southern peninsula," Grant said, scratching his head. "I was always terrible with geography." 

"Cheshireville," PJ murmured to himself. "I think the ogres stayed there while they were hiding from the queen. Said it was a magical forest of some kind." 

"Magical forests probably have magical problems," Grant said with a slow nod.

"And there's an inn," PJ said. "Probably dinner, too. Should we check it out?"

Grant studied the sign with a frown. "I dunno. This thing doesn't look like it's been touched in a few years. Can you have Tim take a look ahead and make sure we're not walking into an abandoned town?"

"If you like," PJ said, though based on the hour, beggars couldn't be too choosy. "Erm, Tim? Do you see anything worth checking out over there?"

The dragon who lived in PJ's mind—affectionately called Tim—woke from his slumber and purred as he stretched and yawned. When not in the middle of an active investigation, Tim tended to hide in the recesses of PJ's brain, though he was never too far away to be called upon. PJ was still figuring out the extent of Tim's abilities, having only learned of them in the past month, and one of the most useful was that the dragon could extend his senses farther than PJ could, giving him a bird's-eye (or dragon's-eye, as it were) view of the world while his physical body stayed put. 

PJ's eyes burned as Tim took over, and the colors of the world inverted from greens to purple and blues to green. In PJ's mind, the dragon took flight, rising higher above the two boys on the ground, scanning the horizon. 

"There's definitely a village," PJ said, as Tim drew as close as he was able to the collection of buildings. "And a gigantic mansion next door. Wonder what that's about?" 

Tim swept above the small town, with only a few non-vacant shopfronts and a two-story inn. It seemed in need of some upkeep but didn't strike PJ as too terribly frightening—especially as someone walked out of the inn. 

"I think we're good. Definitely people there."

But as he said that, Tim rose once more, casting his dragon's gaze on the gigantic forest a stone's throw from the inn—a forest he could see bits and pieces of as the dragon but that seemed to be covered in a thick veil of magic. Something about it sent shivers down his human spine, and he snapped back into himself, blinking away the magic. 

"What?" Grant asked. 

"N-Nothing," PJ said, forcing a smile. "Shall we? I'm starving."

~

The road to the village led them by the mansion, which was even larger and more intimidating up close. It was at least four levels, constructed with bricks that had been painted white, with black shutters hanging on either side of the windows. A tall wrought iron gate cordoned off the premises, and PJ gave it wide berth, as iron and magic didn't mix. But Grant couldn't help his curiosity, walking up to the fence and peering through the gaps. 

"Imagine what it would be like to live in a place like that, eh?" Grant said. "I'd probably sleep in a different bed every night. 'Oh, tonight I'll sleep in the green room.' 'Oh, tonight, I'm feeling the red curtained room.'" He clapped his hands together excitedly. 

"I'd hate to be the servant who had to change your sheets every night," PJ said. "Having to look in twenty rooms just to find where you felt like crashing."

"I mean, I'd tell 'em where I'd been sleeping. If only so they'd know where to bring me breakfast in bed." He flashed PJ a mischievous grin. "Yeah, I think I'd be great at being rich." His smile faded, as perhaps he recalled that, for a very brief moment, he had been rich. 

Before they'd begun their quest, Grant had been in line to inherit a small fortune—not a sum that would've allowed him to purchase a property this size but enough to set him up for a few years in Sheepsburg. The only requirement for him to access this money was that he complete his university studies—and while he was in school, his tuition and apartment would be fully paid for. Grant's sister had asked PJ to come along, partially to give him an opportunity he wouldn't get elsewhere, but also because Vicky knew Grant needed babysitting. But PJ's influence hadn't been enough, and Grant's grades had slipped beyond the point of no return. Just as they'd been facing eviction, a letter had arrived from the grannies, along with PJ's new amulet, and they'd been on a journey to find more dragon shifters like PJ ever since. 

"Hey! You!" a gruff voice called. "Get outta here!" 

Grant jumped away from the fence as if someone had zapped him with a spell. A very old, very grizzled man burst from the bushes near the house, carrying a garden rake like a weapon. He thrust it toward Grant, who was still safely on the other side of the fence, and snarled. 

"Get off the property!" he barked. 

"Whoa, friend," Grant said, holding up his hands in surrender. "I'm not doing any harm. I'm just looking."

"Take your eyeballs somewhere else then!" He shook the rake threateningly. "I know how it is with you highway bandits. You start by lookin', then you get a bit braver and start wanderin'. Next thing we know, all the silver's been stolen!"

"I'm not interested in—"

"Grant, let's leave this fine gentleman alone," PJ said, taking his friend by the shoulder and pulling him away. "We're just passing by. Apologies for the disruption."

"Just make sure you keep on passin'," he said, setting the rake upright next to him and watching them hawkishly.

The boys walked briskly away, PJ feeling the angry man's gaze for the duration of the walk. He half-expected the man to follow them into the small town, just to make sure they kept moving, but he remained safely behind the iron fence. 

Grant let out a breath once they made it into the village, shivering and shaking his head. "On second thought, if that's what having a house that size turns you into, I don't think I want one."

"I don't think he's the owner," PJ said mildly. "Probably just the gardener. I don't think he'd be carrying a rake otherwise."

"True." Grant turned to inspect the town. "Not much to Cheshireville, is there?"

It might've been one of the tiniest towns PJ had ever seen. There was the inn, plus a bakery, a butcher shop, a cidery, a launderer (oddly enough), and…that was about it. 

"Well, suppose that's why there's that sign back at the main road," Grant said with a shrug. "Though I wonder how many prospective customers are run off by Angry McSourpuss before they even find the town?"

"Oh, did you run into Harold?" a voice asked from behind them. Two men stood in front of the launderer, one tall with short gray hair and the other stockier, with a red tinge to his gray. By their clothes, it was clear they'd been traveling, although they didn't carry any bags. 

Grant nodded. "He was gonna run me through with his rake just for standing too close to his fence."

"He's the groundskeeper there," the taller one said. "He used to be a little better, but now in his old age… And he definitely doesn't like strangers."

"Suppose you boys aren't from around here," the shorter one said with a kind smile. "All of us regulars know it's best to give Thornhill Manor a wide berth when approaching Cheshireville, lest you run afoul of the terrifying gardener." He pointed to himself. "I'm Roe McKeown. This is my brother Oscar." 

The boys introduced themselves. "Do you two live here?" PJ asked. 

Roe shook his head. "We're traveling merchants. But we do a lot of business between Merrittville and Caldona, and this spot is exactly halfway between them, so we're about as local as you can get without actually living here." 

"What are you two doing in town?" Oscar asked. "Just passing through?"

PJ nodded, but Grant puffed out his chest. "We're magical investigators. We hear there's a forest nearby where some folks hid out from the queen. We thought we'd stop in and see if there are any problems that need solving."

"Oh, yeah." Roe thumbed toward the looming tree line in the distance. "Over there. But it's mostly empty now. Not going to find much of anything exciting." 

Oscar nodded fervently. "And the rest of this town is just this. A couple folks who used to support Thornhill Manor, but who rely on that lovely inn and travelers to keep their businesses afloat." 

"Used to support?" PJ asked. 

"The previous Master Thornhill—Marley—was a big magical merchant. Used to throw all kinds of parties for his wizard friends. Of course, all that ended when the queen's folks showed up," Roe said. 

PJ could only imagine. "So the manor's empty now?"

"Marley Thornhill's son Ellison still lives there—lucky guy got spared by the queen since he wasn't actually involved in magical stuff—but he hasn't thrown a party in…ever. Too bookish, you know?" Roe continued. "So the town was dying until Kishan started the inn. It's not as prosperous as it was, but at least no one had to leave. Kishan put that sign at the crossroads, too, which encourages people to take a chance on us."

"It caught our attention," Grant said. "Though he may want to refresh the paint or something. Looks like a sign for an abandoned town."

"You can tell him when you meet him," Oscar said with a laugh. "C'mon. We'll introduce you." 

The boys turned to follow the merchants toward the inn, but PJ stumbled over his feet as a chill ran down his spine.

He blinked, his gaze landing on something dark moving in the magical forest. A very distinct shadow as tall as the trees it moved through. When its eyes met PJ's, the chill turned into an all-out shudder that made his teeth chatter. 

But a moment later, the shadow was gone. No matter how long PJ searched, he couldn't find it anywhere. 

"Did you see that, Tim?" PJ asked, his voice low. 

Yes. Odd. 

"Not a dragon, though, right?" PJ said, unsure why the sight had unnerved him. 

Probably not.

"Probably isn't definitive," PJ said uneasily. 

"Oi!" Grant called, snapping PJ from his reverie. He stood at the front door to the inn. "Peej. Did you fall asleep over there?" 

"I'm c-coming," PJ said, the sensation still making his heart flutter. 

Grant seemed to sense PJ was off and jogged over. "What's up? Did Tim sense something?"

The good thing about Grant was that PJ could tell him just about anything, and Grant would just listen, nod, and accept that whatever PJ was saying was true—especially if Tim was in agreement about it. 

"I've never felt anything like that before," PJ said. 

"Could it be a dragon?"

"Tim doesn't think so," PJ said. "It was…strange, that's for sure."

"I mean, if it's probably not a dragon, maybe we can just…not go there?" Grant said with trepidation. "Let it be? Monsters are allowed to live in peace if they aren't bothering anyone, aren't they?"

"Suppose you're right," PJ said, feeling a little bit better that Grant's logic was solid enough to give him an excuse not to investigate further. Fear hadn't been too common on this journey, and something about that forest was setting off warning bells in his mind. "Unless there's a problem, we'll let it be. Let's just get our room and a square meal, and find out where the next closest town is."

"Already ahead of you."
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The inn was warm and welcoming, and the innkeeper smiled as Grant brought PJ over. He was middle-aged, with a charming smile, pale skin, and brown hair cut short against his scalp. 

"Good evening," he said, his voice a soothing baritone. "Welcome to the Cheshireville Inn. Your friend tells me you'd like to rent a room? That'll be one gold coin."

PJ reached into his pocket and pulled out the gold coin, drawn from a dragon's hoard somewhere far away, that his amulet had deposited there with a thump. "You have a lovely place here." 

"It's a quiet town, but we do have a steady stream of visitors," he said, scribbling down the information Grant had presumably given him in his small book. "I've seen Roe and Oscar at least four times in the past three weeks. But I think it's Adonna's custards that keep bringing them back."

"Custards?" PJ asked. 

"You'll have to ask them about it," Kishan said with a smile. "Will you be staying one night?"

"As of right now, yes, but…" PJ shared a look with Grant. "I had a question about the forest. We heard there was a magical enclave in there. Is anyone still living there?" 

And are they anywhere near that giant shadow I just saw?

"Not as many as there were before, I suspect," Kishan said. "When the queen fell, a stream of creatures paraded out, but I hear some remained." 

"We've met a few folks from there," PJ said. "Ogres."

"Oh yeah, there were all kinds. Ogres, witches, gnomes, elves, centaurs, you name it," he said. "I think most of 'em went back to their old towns and lives, but you've still got a handful of folks living there." He handed PJ a key. "Dinner's almost ready, so feel free to drop your things off and come down. Anything else I can help you with?"

"Just one more question," PJ said, hoping he didn't regret asking. "Was there a giant monster-like thing living in this enclave?"

A shadow fell across the innkeeper's face. "What?"

"I thought I saw a shadow in the forest. It was huge—maybe the size of a house. It could've been my eyes playing tricks on me, but—"

"There's no monster." A voice echoed from behind them. A young man, perhaps five or six years older than PJ and Grant, with brown skin and curly hair that hung in perfect ringlets around his face, walked in from the kitchen, holding a crate in both arms. "I don't know what you've heard, but—"

"I didn't hear it," PJ said abruptly. "I saw it. Just now, as I was walking inside."

The young man opened and closed his mouth, some of the color draining from his face.

"What's he talking about, Ellison?" Kishan asked. 

"Ellison as in the rich guy who owns that big house?" Grant asked, suddenly more interested. "Nice to meet you. I'm Grant, this is PJ. We met your gardener. Your house is great. I'd love to see it."

But Ellison wasn't listening to Grant. "I, erm. I'm sure you saw nothing. The forest is strange—magical, you know. Sometimes you think you see things, and you really don't." He cleared his throat. "What are you two doing in town, hm?"

"They're magical investigators," Roe said from one of the tables. "Got any magical problems you need them to solve?"

Ellison surveyed PJ and Grant. "You don't look too much like magical investigators. Why have you come to Cheshireville?"

"We were passing by and found the sign," PJ said. "It was getting late, and we were just planning on spending the night and moving on. But then I saw that…thing in the forest." He did his best not to shudder. "And I was curious about it."

"Oh, it was probably just your imagination," Ellison said, casting a nervous glance toward Kishan and the two merchants. "There's nothing wrong in Forest Den. In fact, we're happier than ever!"

"Then why did I see a family of elves leaving earlier this morning?" Kishan asked with a raised brow. "And a pair of witches left a week ago?"

"They were, erm, ready to move on." Ellison shifted. "Were there any more crates of potatoes in today's delivery, Kishan?"

Kishan shook his head. "I took what I ordered. Whatever's left is what you ordered."

"Very well." Ellison looked put out but didn't argue. "Have a good night—"

"Wait," PJ said, taking a step forward, sensing his voice was more Tim's than his own. "Is it possible for us to go to the enclave?"

Ellison and Grant blanched at the same time, and came out with a unanimous, "Why?"

PJ asked Tim the same question, though silently. Shouldn't we just leave well enough alone? 

You dragon. Stop worry. 

PJ licked his lips as the dragon receded into his mind once more. He didn't deny something fishy seemed to be happening around here—Ellison's adamant claim that PJ hadn't seen anything, Kishan's comment about people leaving… Even Ellison's conversation with Kishan seemed off, like there was something to uncover.

"I've heard a lot about it," PJ said after a long pause. It was the only thing he could say that was somewhat close to the truth. "Thought it might be interesting to see." He turned to Grant, who was eyeing him curiously. "We can stop in first thing, then be on our way to the next town."

Ellison seemed on the verge of arguing then clearly thought better of it. "In the morning, I'd be…happy to take you. Just for a quick visit." He glanced at Kishan. "If you find you don't use all those potatoes, please let me know."

~

Ellison left shortly after that, and PJ went upstairs to deposit their things, as Grant had already found the cask of cider and had gotten into a conversation with the merchants. PJ dropped his bag on the bed closest to the window and stared out at the forest beyond. Magic tingled his senses, even from this distance, but he didn't spot any more moving shadows. 

Had Tim been seeing things, too?

I don't mistake.

"So sorry," PJ said with a chuckle. He'd gotten into hot water with his mental dragon back in Padstow for being too loose with his abilities, and he wanted to avoid another period of Tim not speaking to him. "I just… What we saw was so big. It's hard to believe everyone doesn't know about it."

Rich human hide something. Should find out what.

"Do we have to?" PJ muttered, looking around. "I mean, is it our business?"

Thwap.

Tim's tail smacked hard against the walls of PJ's mind, reminding PJ just how ornery his dragon could be. "Fine. We'll go. But if we don't find anything…"

When PJ returned downstairs, dinner was in full swing. Grant had ingratiated himself with Roe and Oscar, of course, but they'd been joined by another four people. Grant had made PJ a plate of food and saved him a seat, and PJ gratefully took both with a smile. 

"I was just meeting the townsfolk," Grant explained. "That's Adonna, the baker," he started, pointing at the woman seated next to him. "She's the one who makes the delicious custards Roe and Oscar were raving about."

"You'll have to stop in tomorrow," she said with a kind smile. "I also made the bread that accompanied tonight's dinner." 

"Brennan is the cider maker," Grant said. "This is his brew." He tapped the tankard. "It's outstanding."

PJ took a tentative sip, waiting for sweetness but instead getting a unique blend of tart and alcohol. "That's delicious."

Brennan beamed. "You'll have to tell your friends. Bring them to our small town."

"What? We're not doing our best?" Roe said with a mock gasp. "Look at all the people we've brought!" He gestured to the empty table next to them.

The rest of the diners, save PJ and Grant, chuckled at the joke, as if they were used to this sort of quip. 

"I'm Ulysses. I own the butcher shop across the way," said a large man with a handlebar mustache. He pointed to the round-cheeked, rosy-faced woman next to him. "This is Orlena, my wife. She runs the laundry shop."

"I was curious about that," PJ said. "It's probably a quiet business without many people around."

It seemed to be the wrong question, as everyone at the table bristled. "It wasn't a bad business, when there were twenty beds to change every night," she said, a little ruefully. 

"Ah, that's right, you said Thornhill Manor used to have lots of parties, right?" Grant said. "And then the queen came through and no more parties?"

"It's more that Ellison Thornhill took over his father's mansion, and he's such a pretentious little bookworm that he probably doesn't know the first meaning of the word 'friend,'" Ulysses said with a glower. 

"Why haven't you left, then?" Grant asked.

"A lot of us did," Brennan said. "But thanks to Kishan's inn, those of us who couldn't bear to leave our small town behind have some relief." He thumbed toward the kitchen, where the innkeeper had presumably already started on the dishes. "It may not look like it today, but we do have a pretty steady line of customers in the summer and around the winter solstice. Folks who just need a night to rest their heads on their long journeys." 

"Besides the fact he pays us handsomely, he's always talking us up to the people who pass through," Ulysses said. "The missus here offers a clothes-washing service to the folks who stay at the inn, in addition to having a contract with Kishan."

"I sell my casks to the inn, and Kishan helped me reach some of the larger towns," Brennan said. "And he's helped Adonna's bakery, too."

She nodded. "This past summer, I baked no fewer than twenty solstice pies. It was my best year yet!" 

"All thanks to Kishan," Orlena said with a bright smile. "Without him, we'd be sunk."

PJ smiled. "We had an innkeeper back in Pigsend who was kinda like that. She helped everyone she could. One of the best people you could ever meet."

"Are you lot talking too good about me again?" Kishan said, walking out of the kitchen with another plate of sliced bread. "Don't listen to a word they say. I'm a cad." 

Based on the looks of admiration from the rest of the town, that clearly wasn't their opinion. 

"Are all of you from here?" Grant asked. 

They all nodded. "I used to work at Thornhill Manor as a manservant," Brennan said. "Took over the cidery after Ellison canned me."

"And I was the in-house baker before," Adonna said. "Of course, Ellison didn't see the need to keep one on, so he fired me, too."

"I take it you two worked at the house, too?" PJ asked the married couple. 

They nodded. "Everyone who lived in Cheshireville worked there," Ulysses said. 

"What about you, Kishan?" PJ asked. 

"I was a traveling entertainer," the innkeeper said with a thin smile. "When the queen's folks took over, I decided to put down roots here and start the inn. Just lucky there was a building here already, though I had to put in some elbow grease to set it up." To Grant's curious look, he added, "I performed at Thornhill Manor at least once a month, so I was familiar with the town." 

"So the queen's people took over, Ellison inherited that big mansion, and he fired all his father's workers?" Grant asked, tapping his chin. "Did he replace them with anyone?"

Adonna shook her head. "The only person who still works there is Harold."

"Oh, the gardener." PJ grimaced. "We met him."

"I don't think he'd leave even if Ellison did fire him," Brennan said with a chuckle. "He's rather protective of his plants and grounds. And maybe Ellison kept him on because he didn't want to have to toil away. But he sure didn't keep anyone else around."

"Not even a launderer?" PJ asked. "Does he wash his own bedsheets?"

Orlena gave a disgusted face. "I'm sure I don't know, and I don't care. He burned his bridge when he fired us without warning." 

PJ turned to Kishan. "Why was he at the inn earlier today?"

Kishan cleared his throat. "He was picking up his half of our weekly shipment. And he usually gets a bite to eat in the kitchen if he hasn't already fed himself. As you can probably imagine, it's a bit tense if he's here when everyone else is."

"I wish that—" Adonna began, but the front door burst open. 

Harold, wearing the same dirt-covered clothes PJ and Grant had seen him in earlier, limped inside, glowering at everyone at the table, spending an extra few seconds on PJ and Grant before continuing to the remnants of dinner. He piled his plate without a word then shuffled toward the empty table, sitting down with a loud clang and digging in. 

"Have a good day, Harold?" Orlena offered with a too-bright smile. 

"Better if I wasn't breakin' bread with these scavengers," he snarled, nodding toward PJ and Grant. 

"We're just staying the night," Grant said. "Promise, we have no interest in your silver or whatever else you have in that big mansion."

"So you say." He turned to PJ with an appraising look. "I hear you saw the typhon."

"The…" PJ and Grant shared a look. "The what?"

The old man chuckled as he aggressively cut a potato. "The typhon. As tall as the trees, with hands so strong they could crush a pipsqueak like you without a second look. It lives in the forest. Only shows itself to interlopers who're up to no good." He smirked as PJ swallowed involuntarily. "Seems like it's coming for you tonight, son."

PJ recalled the way his whole body had shivered, the sensation of something not quite right in his gut. The size of it. 

You dragon. Stop worry.

Tim's voice rang clearly in PJ's mind, halting the fear before it gripped him and bringing him back to the here and now. 

"If it does, we'll be happy to handle it," Grant answered smoothly. "We may look young, but we've got a few tricks up our sleeve." 

"Oh, Harold, you threaten every single traveler who comes through here with this typhon nonsense," Adonna said with a hearty eye roll. 

"Just an old wives' tale from the forest." Ulysses shook his bald head. "Don't you two worry about it. If there was a monster like that lurking around in the trees, wouldn't those magical folks have seen it?"

But Harold kept PJ's gaze, perhaps knowing that PJ had seen something and wanting to drive home the point. "Lots of interesting stuff happening in there lately. You've seen the magical folks streaming out in droves. They're scared of something, I tell ya, and from what I heard, it sounds like a typhon. You two had best be on your way first thing in the morning. Don't want the creature getting any ideas and coming to rampage out here."

"Enough, Harold," Kishan said with a sideways look. "You've been treading on thin ice for weeks now. If you keep trying to scare off my customers, I'm gonna ban you from the dining room. Understand?"

The old man slid his withering glare from PJ to Kishan. Then, as if deciding it wasn't worth it, he snorted and turned back to his food. 

Adonna smiled apologetically as she patted Grant's hand. "Ignore him. He's always trying to stir up trouble." 

"It's all well and good for him to scare off potential customers," Orlena huffed, her voice loud and seeming not to care that Harold was still in the room. "He's still getting his monthly pay. Doesn't have to worry about customers at all, does he?"

"You said there were still folks in the forest, right?" PJ asked. "Surely, they're providing you some business, right?"

Disdain rippled through the room. "Not really," Ulysses said with a frown.

"They have everything they need, it seems," Orlena replied with a sigh. "And they've been quite insular in their little enclave."

"We tried to go in," Brennan explained. "But the forest wouldn't let us—"

"And rightfully so!" Harold interjected. "That forest is full of things that would sooner eat you than shake your hand. Ain't nobody needs to be going in there—nor living there, neither." He pointed at PJ and Grant again. "You two'll find out tomorrow when you go. If the forest even lets you in." He cracked a wry smile. "You might not be getting out."
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