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PRAISE FOR THE CIRCUS OF UNUSUAL CREATURES SERIES




BEAST OR FAMINE (Book 4)






	"Plenty of laughs, plenty of action, and I'm just loving this series more and more with each book. A complete delight!"

	"The who-done-it plot keeps you guessing while the dialog assaults you with humor."

	"...may be the best of them so far. It's funny and touching and full of puns and twists."

	"Talk about a daring dragony tale of circus-sized proportions! Like the other books in this series, I had a ton of fun with this ...If you love dragons, mischief, and a little bit of mayhem, you can't go wrong with this one!" 

	“…a charming tale of dragons, deception, and dastardly deeds…I loved every minute of it."

	“…an excellent read…[a] hilarious series”

	“Once I started reading it, I couldn’t put it down…it was that good!”









Fangs a Million (Book 3)




The series keeps getting better

 —Tsippi, Bookbub Reviewer




…hilariously funny and an unpredictable whodunnit. Highly recommended.

—Bookbub Review




"...an entertaining addition to the series and should delight readers of cozies who enjoy a dash of oddball flavor."

—T.M. Baumgartner, author of The Chaos Job




I gobbled this up faster than Duncan gobbles up omelets. It was so entertaining, so laugh-out-loud funny, I finished it in two days!

—Abbie, Bookbub Reviewer




Tipping the Scales (Book 2)




What a stunning sequel! This was a charming tale of dragons, deception, and dastardly deeds, and I loved every minute of it.

 —Jonathan Pongratz, author of Reaper




…an excellent read, very funny — I was kept on the edge of my seat not knowing what was going to happen next. Well worth reading and looking forward to the next installment in this hilarious series.

—Neil, Goodreads Reviewer




Hoard It All Before (Book 1)




Very funny and laughs out loud will be heard when reading it…this was so good l read it in one sitting couldn't put it down

 —Ken, Goodreads Reviewer




What a truly FUN, lighthearted read, full of fantastical and lovable characters! …intricately woven with twists and kept me guessing until the very end. 

 —Goodreads Reviewer




Light and fanciful with a darn good mystery woven in. What fun!

 —Sarah Angleton, author of White Man’s Graveyard




I've already read 'The Undead Mr Tenpenny' by Tammie Painter, so I expected lots of humour, characters with depth, and a good fun romp. She didn't disappoint. This is an easy, fun read, packed with fascinating details of the new world she's created.

 —Kim M. Watt, author of Baking Bad































SOME TROUPE MEMBERS YOU'LL MEET IN TOO CLAWS FOR COMFORT




BENNY - A BEHEMOTH who enjoys a good scrub

Boris - A brownie who knows sequin etiquette

Charlie - A chimera you won’t see much of

Conrad - A centaur who gets a good scrub, husband of Flora

Cordelia Quinn - A human who handles Duncan…barely 

Duncan (aka "Brutus Fangwrath, Deadliest Dragon in the West") - A dragon who loves omelets, buckets of wine, and sleuthing

Ely Zinzendorf (aka "Zin") - A satyr who hates showers, loves a bargain, and owns the Circus of Unusual Creatures

Fergus - A chain-smoking unicorn with lady problems

Flora - A centaur who mixes herbal remedies, wife of Conrad

Gregg - A gremlin with a kitten obsession

Molly - A miniature centaur with a good wig on her shoulders

Pepper - A cyclops who loves gourmet cooking and hates salt











SOME OTHER PLAYERS

Alfred Abbott - Confused owner of Abbott’s Aerials

Anansi - A spider shifting trickster

Damian Ratcher - A human who’s snatching up circuses and is the number one cause of early death in dragons

Fluffy - A spoiled iguana

Gertrude - An enthusiastic dipper

Gladys - Soothsayer and peeved wife of Alfred Abbott

The Kailin - A unicorn that can get stabby when wronged

Marmaduke Weatherall - A detective… sort of

Nué of Neskowin - A soothsayer on repeat

Prince Swan - Iguana whisperer, owner of Swan’s Spectacular

Shen - A little old dragon who’s remaining flexible

Susie - A banshee who likes innuendos

Tanuki - A shifter with a penchant for tea kettles

Viola - A lovely dragon who bakes cookies

Zuki - Another spider shifter who’s good at giving lectures
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PROLOGUE - THE GRAPES OF RATCHER




"GO ON, NO one will care," said Cordelia.

"I'll add a fifty-dollar bonus to your dukie book if you do it," encouraged Zin.

Which is when I should have known something was up. After all, Ely Zinzendorf is not the kind of satyr to add bonuses of any kind to the small books that tally our pay. Especially not bonuses that were nearly double my weekly wage.

"Come on," goaded Conrad. "You know you want to."

"Just look at him," said Flora, an impish gleam behind her usual peace-and-love-for-all smile. "He's like a grape waiting to be plucked."

And indeed he was. Damian Ratcher — greedy, dragon-abusing villain and my arch-nemesis — was dressed in one of his flamboyant purple suits. He was also currently tangled up in the Flying Flynns' safety net (now required by Zin after the recent Trapeze Incident, during which one of the Flynns didn't, um, fly quite as well as he should have). 

Ratcher dangled by his ankle from the netting, looking like a very clumsy spider who lost his footing while crossing his web. Meanwhile, the purple boot that should have been on the trapped foot was zipping off into the ether. Who knew footwear could fly so high? Or so far. Must have been the tension in the net's elastic or something.

"Did someone say grapes?" asked Pepper, who'd just come into the Tent. Narrowing her single cyclops eye at Ratcher, she began sharpening a knife that she'd flicked out of the sleeve of her chef's jacket like some sort of culinary magician. "I've got an excellent recipe for seared grapes garnished with a balsamic reduction and served over grilled halloumi."

"Sorry, Pepper," said Zin, "but Duncan should get first dibs. If he passes, then you can take a stab at him."

Someone was shoving the stick of Benny's push broom into my hand. 

"Use it wisely," advised Boris, who then adjusted his blue-sequined fedora.

"Would you mind if I took the first strike, old chap? It's been ages since I've gotten a good whack at a piñata," Shen said eagerly. "Think of it as an age before beauty situation."

I looked at the stick in my paws. If I hit Ratcher hard enough, would sugary sweets really spill out of such a sour person? But I supposed Shen — an elderly dragon we'd recently added to the troupe — should get first strike. 

I was about to pass the broomstick to Shen, but just as he reached his wrinkled paw for it, I held the makeshift weapon back.

"What's inside of him?" I asked Pepper, my mouth suddenly drooling with curiosity. After all, she was the gourmand amongst us. She had to know what treasures Ratcher might be hiding under his skin.

Pepper's eye gleamed as she continued sharpening her knife.

With an intense huskiness to her voice, she replied, "Omelets."

Nope, definitely not sharing. 

I whipped the broomstick up and into position at my shoulder like Ghoul Gehrig of the New York Yetis baseball team. With all the strength my scales possessed, I swung my piñata whacker toward Ratcher as vigorously as if I wanted to hit a game-winning home run. 

My stomach growled. Omelets! One well aimed whack, and Ratcher would burst apart and spew forth all the omelets I could ever eat. The lout was finally going to be of some use. 

The stick whizzed through the air. It was a mere claw's width from my Omelet Piñata. 

It thwacked hard, straight across Ratcher's belly. 

And sounded like… a hoof striking against something wooden?

Was that right? Was that what humans were supposed to sound like? I mean, I didn't often get a chance to hit them with sticks, so how was I to know?

"Duncan! Duncan!"

The striking sound came again and again, even though my paws were now empty.

"Duncan! Get up! Get up! Get up!"

The noise stopped, and the next thing I knew, my blanket was being ripped off of me and I was squinting my eyes to block out the early morning light. I groaned. My head throbbed. 

Grapes. Too many grapes. Not of the Damian Ratcher variety, but of the fermented variety. Drowning my sorrows over—

Before I could truly bemoan my ruined love life with Viola, a unicorn thrust his head through my window.

"Duncan, get up. Now!"

"Why?" I asked groggily. I just wanted to turn over and wallow in my heart-heavy misery. Also, why was I craving grape omelets? I doubted even Pepper could make that combination taste good.

"Because it's an emergency."

That snapped me awake. Or at least into less of a hungover stupor.

"Emergency!?" I immediately thought of a fire, and my tail began quivering. 

"What kind of emergency?" asked Shen, who was sharing my caravan and was already up and doing something called 'yoga' that he said kept his ancient joints limber.

"The worst kind," whined Fergus. "Look." He then did this sort of upward, cross-eyed thing to direct my attention to his horn. About a third of the way down its length was a silver band.

"Ask Gregg," I told him, then slumped back into my pillow. This was no way to be woken from a perfectly good, wine-induced dream of Ratcher-bashing and omelet-eating. "He can figure out something to work that off your horn." 

"Or just ask Pepper for some butter, so it will slide off," suggested Shen, who now had his head bent so far back his ear tassels were touching the tip of his tail. 

"Don't even think about it. Pepper will never allow any of her hand-churned butter made from a special breed of cow who feeds only on sweet clover and Kentucky fairy grass to be used for anything but her own cooking," I said, before shifting onto my side to go back to sleep.

Fergus poked me in the backside. Right above the tail where it's most sensitive. I jerked up, hitting my head on my caravan's ceiling and narrowly missing the vision board I had tacked above my bed.

"What in Smaug's name—!?"

"It being stuck is not the emergency," Fergus asserted.

"Fine," I sighed. "What's the emergency?"

"I'm—" He swallowed hard. The cigarette behind his ear trembled.

"Fergus, what is it?" I asked, sitting upright and genuinely worried now. "What's happened?"

"I've— I've— I've gotten married!"

And then Fergus burst into tears. 






CORDELIA: And you followed this up by comforting him and telling him it would be okay, right?


DUNCAN: What a weird question. You know I didn't.


CORDELIA: You're not a very good friend.


DUNCAN: But he started doing this whinnying howl sort of thing.


CORDELIA: Usually a clear sign that comfort is needed.


DUNCAN: Not when you're hungover. Then it's a sign that you need aspirin and ear plugs. Which I dug out from under my pillow, and then I comforted him.


FERGUS: Man, let me just state for the record that clutching your belly from laughing so hard is not how you comfort a friend who finds himself in such a horrible situation.


DUNCAN: Maybe not, but it did make my hangover go away.















1 - TEMPTING TEMPTATIONS




THREE DAYS EARLIER




"I don't care what you say, this whole thing's just gotten too commercial," Zin complained.

"You only say that because you can't afford half the things they're promoting," Cordelia said.

"I'll have you know, I can't afford all of the things they're promoting." Zin, as if realizing what he'd just admitted, paused and scratched at the base of his left horn. "I mean, I can afford anything I like here. It's just so commercial that I refuse to encourage the commercialism by purchasing any of this stuff. It's all either junk or a scam, anyway."

Cordelia wryly arched an eyebrow at Zin. 

Since I like to set the scene for you right off the bat, the 'here' Zin was referring to was the Annual Unusual Circus Conference of the Pacific Northwest. Now that we were well into autumn, the back-to-back performing season for most circuses was over. That made it the perfect time for the conference where owners and performers could stock up on the newest products on offer, learn all manner of interesting stuff at the various lectures and demonstrations, and get loads of ideas, doodads, and newfangled equipment to have on hand when the regular show season kicked off again in the spring. 

This year — the conference's twenty-third — the event was being held in Seattle. Or, rather, just outside of Seattle at the grounds of the exposition center. Which sounds fancy, but the place was little more than a big building that could hold a lot of vendors’ booths. 

Outside the event hall was a vast parking lot that provided room for smaller vendors who couldn't afford the costly spaces inside. This lot also had a reserved area where the caravans of any attending troupes could set up camp, putting them mere steps away from the products, lectures, and demonstrations.

And, while I say "any attending troupes,” I should say any except Ely Zinzendorf and his Circus of Unusual Creatures. 

Instead of mingling with the other circuses in the main lot, we had set up far on the outskirts of the property. Not because there wasn't room for us closer in. And not because we didn't get along with the other circuses (well, except for Charlie, our chimera, who doesn't have a single qualm about chomping down on any arms, legs, or tentacles that get within biting distance). No, we were out in that far-away section because Zin learned he could park our caravans there for free. 

Besides a long, claw-damaging trek to any of the conference's commercialism, this location also put us at a greater distance from the caravans of Swan's Spectacular than I would have preferred.






CORDELIA: Any reason for that preference?


DUNCAN: Because Prince Swan is really nice and is new to the circus business and probably would have appreciated more of Zin's mentorship during our downtime.


FERGUS: Man, that doesn't make any sense. Prince has been raking it in the past few months. Not that he was ever hurting for cash before, but still… That's one elf who knows his way around a financial ledger. He could actually teach Zin a thing or two.


CORDELIA: Yes, Fergus. I know. I was teasing Duncan.


FERGUS: Oh, because he's head over tail for Viola? 


DUNCAN: Could we get back to the story? Readers aren't going to be very happy about an interruption to the narrative this early into Act One.


FERGUS: 'Interruption to the narrative'? 


CORDELIA: He's had his snout buried in his How to Write a Novel book. You know, when he's not got his snout buried in letters from Viola.


DUNCAN: Anyway….






 Despite having to make the lengthy walk across the vast parking lot, I'd already perused the entire conference inside and out a couple times since arriving the evening before. It really was commercial, but what do you expect from a place that's full of salespeople? 

Still, even if it had gotten "too commercial," I wasn't complaining, because this was the first time I'd ever attended the conference, and I found it amazing. To start, there were rows upon rows of booths with all sorts of tempting temptations—






CORDELIA: Tempting Temptations? That's the best you can come up with, Oh Great Scribe?


DUNCAN: Look, I'm not out to win the Nobel Prize of Literary Bamboozlement. 


CORDELIA: You do know there's no such thing, right? 


DUNCAN: Which would make it even harder to win, I suppose. Regardless, there were temptations. And they were tempting. 






But what was even better than the tempting temptations? Viola was there. Okay, Prince and the whole gang from Swan's Spectacular were in attendance, but to see Viola again after two months of only exchanging letters? Even the tempting temptations couldn't compare. 

And yes, even though my and Cordelia's last mystery at the Seaside Family Funfair was so riveting you likely dove into this book the instant you finished Beast or Famine, two months had actually passed since those salty adventures by the seaside. 

Since then, we'd managed to pull off our final few runs of the season without a single murder. Which is why I'm not writing about those runs. Unless you want me to. I mean, I could go on and on about the many varieties of omelets Pepper had been making now that she could store all kinds of ingredients in her ice box— Sorry, refrigerator (which honestly, does not roll off the tongue and is very hard to type with four-inch long claws).

Or I could tell you how Molly — mini-centaur and my show partner — had been singing her very own songs at the start of every show, then singing an entirely different set of songs at the end of the show because Zin had quickly learned that people would stick around for that second performance. He’d learned even more quickly that the people who stuck around would purchase plenty of snacks and souvenirs in the meantime.

Or I could tell you how Fergus and the Kailin — a unicorn who doles out judgement and punishment in the stabbiest way possible — kept crossing paths, and how their googly eyes for each other were growing ever more googly. Or is it googlier? Either way, plenty of shy flirting, bold flirting, coquettish flirting. Name a type of flirting and they had probably done it. It was all very cute, but also frustrating since the troupe wanted to see them go on a date so we could take bets on everything Fergus might do wrong. 

But back to the conference. Did I mention how amazing it was?

In the past hour alone, Zin, Cordelia and I had seen several booths promoting their own brand of Dragon Delights. These were crispy corn snacks chock-full of peppers ranging from jalapeño to habanero to the infamous dragon ghost pepper (which is pretty much just a capsaicin punch in the face). According to the display, these Dragon Delights were packed with enough chili peppers to "awaken even the most long-dormant firebox." It sounded scrumptious to me, but the marketing ploy seemed a bit odd since most dragon owners did their best to keep their charges' fireboxes cool and under control. 

Plus, as I've mentioned in previous books, there's not a lot of us pyrodons (aka "fire-breathing dragons") around these days, so the market share for creatures with fireboxes to wake up is pretty slim. I brought this up to Cordelia, who explained to me that the sales pitch was what fancy people called a euphemism… and to what body parts that euphemism referred.

Now, I've gotten the juice of Pepper's specially bred Death by Scoville Units chili pepper on my hands before. I have also accidentally scratched certain places soon after. It certainly woke me up, but not in the way Cordelia was implying. And I definitely wouldn’t pay for the experience.

Then again, I've never quite understood humans. I appreciate you buying and reading my books, but you have to admit, you're pretty weird creatures.

Take Cordelia, for instance. She flat-out refused to ask any of the Dragon Delights sellers if they would consider making meter-long omelet strips. Weird, right?

With centaurs, satyrs, and all the other unusual creatures with hooves, there were also several displays for hoof polish, with products ranging from your basic clear shine to a glittery overcoating that was meant to "last through the most grueling of performances." Conrad and Flora (everyone's favorite centaur couple) settled for the basic clear coat, but Molly had been buying up every glitter color available.

Beyond the many many products, there were booths advertising memberships to gymnasiums that, in mere days, would bulk you up to your fullest potential (the male centaurs were all over this); a lecture on behemoth care that ended with a sales pitch for a very costly Behemoth Beautifying Kit "that no behemoth owner should be without”; and even a somber display for the sanatorium where Boris's former employer was now a resident. (This was a lady detective who had a few mental screws knocked loose after being unable to solve a tricky case. I can very much relate.) 

But the best of the conference's many indoor offerings was the Pacific Animal Welfare Group's booth for wing inspection. 

Sorry, don't get me wrong. I'm no fan of P.A.W.'s rigid rules, and I hate wing inspections, which are required twice a year for all captive dragons to verify that our owners are clipping our wings so we don't fly off and go all Smaug on some unsuspecting village of hobbits, humans, or hippos.






CORDELIA: Hippos?


DUNCAN: Sorry, I may be stretching it with the alliteration, but I kind of like the idea of a village of hippos.


CORDELIA: Now that you mention it, it does sound kind of cute.


DUNCAN: Let's make it happen. 


CORDELIA: Only if we can call it The Happy Hippo Hamlet.


DUNCAN: Definitely.






No, the reason why the P.A.W. booth was the absolute best is because that's where I finally bumped into Viola. 

Talk about waking up your firebox!










2 - THE DIPPER




VIOLA, IN CASE you've forgotten, is a breathtaking beauty of a dragon with sparkling purple eyes, dazzling jade green scales, and the tantalizing scent of strawberries. She, along with her companions Tybalt and Beatrice, belonged to Prince Swan, an elf who was insanely handsome but also a really nice guy even if I did once think he was a raving murderer.

But back to Viola. Not only did she smell and look wonderful, but she wrote the best letters and made the most delicious cookies I ever—






PEPPER: You might not want to finish that statement if you know what's good for you.


DUNCAN: Um, right. I was going to say, the most delicious cookies I ever tasted besides Pepper's crispy oatmeal chocolatey nutty cookies.


PEPPER: And…?


DUNCAN: And your snickerdoodles, your peanut butters, your gingersnaps, lemon snaps, and vanilla snaps.


PEPPER: That's more like it.






And she was here! 

Viola, that is. Not Pepper. Well, okay, Pepper was at the conference too, but she was super busy since she'd been asked to give several cooking demonstrations throughout our stay. Which was great for her already stellar reputation as a chef extraordinaire, but terrible for us because it meant her kitchen caravan wasn't churning out omelets on demand, and we were mostly left to our own dining devices during our several-day stay.

But what did I care about food when Viola was right there? At the conference. In line at the P.A.W. inspection booth! 

In her last letter, she'd said she wasn't sure if Prince was going to make it to the event because Ella — a veela and Prince's sweetheart — was very close to having her baby, and Prince wanted to be with Ella when it came. However, Viola had also noted that the older veela ladies were insisting that men of any species should just stay out of the business of bringing babies into the world. Prince must not have convinced them otherwise, because Viola was here and I doubted Prince would have let her wander all this way on her own. 

I raced up to join her in line. And stared at her without saying a word.

Not because I was dumbstruck by her presence (okay, maybe a little), but because there were a lot of humans around and, per the No Speaking Rule of 1274, we dragons are not allowed to speak around humans. This is because you greedy, two-legged fiends would ask us things about our treasure hoards and the True Hoard (a big clutch of dragon eggs). And since we can't lie, when you asked us about them, we'd have to spill the beans, and poof! there goes all our goodies and the future of dragon-kind.

All of which is why dragons over the centuries have developed a sign language that involves a lot of scratching, twitching, and head flicking. To any observer who doesn't know better, it looks like a bad case of dragon fleas, scale scabies, or ear tassel ticks. 

Here's roughly how my surprise reunion with Viola went.

"Holy Smaug! I can't believe you're here," we both scratched.

"Sorry, you go first," we both flicked.

"No, you—" we scratched at the same time. I was so giddy and befuddled I could feel my firebox in my cheeks. Viola gestured for me to scratch first.

"I thought you weren't going to make it.”

"Ella didn't want Prince to miss his first conference as head of Swan's Spectacular, so here we are."

"You're ready for inspection?” I twitched, then eyed her wings. Did I mention Viola was also clever? Prince didn't see the need for the barbarity of wing clipping (it really only hurts our pride, but still). However, the inspections still had to take place, so Viola had taught me a trick that involved dabbing ketchup along the edges of my wings. Once the ketchup dries, it looks like the scabs from a recent clipping. 

Viola fluttered her wings. Not to communicate, but so I could see the edges better. I didn't even need to look. My keen senses picked up the sweet, tomato-y scent the moment she moved her wings. Which were gorgeous, by the way, very smooth, well muscled, perfect bone structure—






CORDELIA: Okay, Duncan. We get the idea.






I grinned. Actually, I may have been grinning since the moment I saw her because my cheeks were really beginning to ache.

"And you?" she waggled. “Are you ready?”

"Next!" called the man doing the inspections. 

Why was he looking at me so expectantly? I glanced around. Oh, fiery dragon turds! In all the flicking and scratching, I'd somehow moved in front of Viola and was indeed next in line. I was overdue for an inspection and had planned on using Viola's ketchup ruse. Problem was, I hadn't been able to find any of the stuff, and Pepper refused to let me waste any of her homemade batch on my "overgrown bat flappers". The last time I'd asked, she'd whipped out her largest chef's knife and threatened to clip my wings herself. And I don't think she just meant the amount required by law.

I scratched my armpit then my neck to indicate to the scrawny man with the clipboard that I wasn't ready. Unfortunately, he didn't know dragon sign language.

"You'll be needing a dip to get rid of that. Can't have you spreading dragon fleas all over the conference. Gertrude," he shouted to someone behind the curtain. "We got a dipper."

Gertrude stepped out. She was a large, muscular woman who looked very much like Zola, a beefy lady from the Superhuman Skirskis who Fergus had had a brief fling with several months ago. Except Gertrude was even brawnier than Zola and looked more than capable of crushing dragon bones… with her pinky finger. 

Her competition-worthy, fear-inducing bulk was made more intimidating by the black rubber gloves she was stretching over her meaty hands, and the enormous goggles that were smashed against her eyes. The strap of the goggles cut into her skull, causing folds of flesh to bulge over. Even though it looked painful, she grinned. Maniacally. 

What could I do? I couldn't run and have Viola think I was a coward. I couldn't fight, because if I hurt another living creature, I would be in big trouble with P.A.W., and they'd haul me away and likely send me to the Pits since I was already classified as a Dangerous Dragon.

But I also didn't want this Gertrude dipping me in anything. I had a good feeling that even if she dipped me in a vat of Sherman's Scale Soother, it would be painful. And mentally scarring.

"Come on, you," a gruff voice demanded. 

I started to yelp, but bit it back. Barely. Viola's presence forced me to maintain a tiny bit of dignity. Very tiny, as I couldn't stop my tail from tucking itself between my legs. 

Suddenly, I was being yanked by the arm. This time I did yelp. 

Then I noticed I was being dragged away from the den of dragon torture, not into it. And that it was Zin who had a tight hold of me, not Gertrude the Dipping Goon.

I scratched behind my ear, indicating to Viola that we'd meet up later and that our caravans were set up on the far eastern edge of the conference center's parking lot if she wanted to come by later. 

Trust me, dragon sign language can squeeze a lot into a tiny scratch.













3 - GETTING WIGGY WITH IT




"THANKS FOR THAT," I muttered to Zin once we'd gotten to a quieter area of the conference hall. 

"Believe me, I didn't do it for you. One, I hate the smell of that dip. Reminds me too much of shampoo. Two, if P.A.W. saw how long it's been since your wings were trimmed, I'd have to cough up a hefty fine." As a satyr, personal hygiene isn't high on Zin's list of priorities, but money is. "I thought you were doing that ketchup thing."

"Ketchup isn't as easy to come by as I'd imagined."

Zin, a scorn-filled look on his face, pointed to a line of food carts just outside the door we were standing by. "Behind those is a condiment station with a gallon-sized jug of ketchup. Get some on you, or I'm sending you back to Gertrude. I hear she's real efficient at wing clipping."

I was in mid-shudder over the tattered state my wings and mind would be in after Gertrude's attentions, when the clip-clop of small hooves approached us. We turned to see Molly, mini-taur and my favorite show partner. As if to make up in appearance what she lacked in stature, Molly wore a new wig with blonde curls piled so high she'd have to perform some next-level limbo moves to get through her caravan’s doorway. 

"Molly," Zin said in greeting, "you're looking—"

"Tall," I said out the side of my mouth.

"Isn't it the best, sweeties? It's called the Mount Everest model. I bought it last night from Wanda's Wig Emporium. She's got a booth just outside, and this—" Molly did an upward flourish with her hand "—is her latest creation." 

Molly turned her head to the left, then the right so we could behold the impressive structure from all angles. When she turned back to face us, something clinked inside her curls.

"I think it's broken," Zin sneered. "Better get your money back before this Wanda skips town. You know at least half those outdoor vendors are complete charlatans."

"Oh, you cynical old goof." Molly slapped Zin's forearm playfully. "Wanda's a reliable saleswoman. She just doesn't like being cooped up indoors all day. And it's not broken. It's— Well, it's easier if I show you." Molly reached up and wiggled her fingers around the edge of the piled-high strands to unravel a small cord that reminded me of the ones you use to pull up a set of blinds. 

She gave the string a gentle tug and a small door popped open on the side of the wig. Molly's hand went in and pulled out one of her new jars of glittery hoof polish in a shade of pink that perfectly matched her blouse. She then put the jar back in and pushed the door shut. "There's little hidey holes all over, so you can carry around all sorts of things in it. Sort of like a big ol' purse that sits on your head. You just gotta remember which cord goes to which door, but that'll be a cinch to learn."

"But isn't it already getting heavy?" Zin asked. "You bought a lot of that hoof polish." I should note, Molly had been shopping non-stop since the event hall opened that morning, but yet she wasn't carrying a single shopping bag.

Molly shrugged. The sky-scraping wig wobbled then began to tilt. I hurriedly reached out. More things clinked and clanked inside as I re-balanced the hairpiece, and I just hoped nothing had broken.

"Thanks for that, Duncan. I suppose I should get some of this back to my caravan, but I just hate to miss a minute of the conference. Have you seen the Nué of Neskowin yet? She's just out of this world. Not that I give an owl's hooter about those love predictions of hers, but it's still a treat watching the lovelorn get all giddy over what she tells them."

"The New Age of what now?" Zin asked, his shaggy eyebrows knitting in confusion. Personally, I thought Molly had said “new egg,” but that might be because I was going through omelet withdrawals. I was almost considering trekking out to a barn I’d seen not far from the event hall. It had a chicken painted on its side. And where there are chickens, there are omelets. You know, eventually.

"Not 'new age', sweetie. Nué. Of Neskowin. You know Neskowin. On the Oregon Coast. We did a show there once when I first joined your troupe. Anyway, it doesn't matter one way or the other where she's from. What matters is she's a sort of fortune teller. There's a whole gob of them here trying out for jobs."

"That makes no sense," Zin said scornfully. "If they can really see the future, shouldn't they know which circus is going to hire them and just go apply to the owner directly?" 

Molly gave this a moment's thought. Either that, or the scrunchy expression she put on was because she was struggling under the weight of her wig. "I suppose you're right. But everyone's saying psychics are gonna be the big trend for shows next season, what with people trying to sort out all this political upheaval and financial wackiness hoohaw. You know, get an insight on what's going to happen, what damage might be done, and how they'll fare in the end. Probably just seeking reassurances that it'll all be okay. But Nué, she doesn't bother with all that; she specializes in helping folks attract the love of their life."

"I've met the love of my life," grumbled Zin, "but you guys keep expecting your weekly wages, so it keeps disappearing."

Without warning, the spines that run along my back pricked up, their bases tingling. I even felt a low rumble deep in my firebox.

"Duncan, darlin', what is it? Your ear tassels are standing on end."

I brushed them down with my paw as I scanned the event hall. 

In line at the P.A.W. booth I noticed a dragon — a jade green dewidon with enviably gleaming scales — who was shifting nervously on his claws, but nothing else caught my attention. For the life of me, I couldn't figure out what had set me off. Maybe it was one of those superstitious things you hear the oldster dragons always saying. Like how you get a chill when someone walks over your hoard. But I'd never really had a chance to gather much of a hoard, so that made no sense. I'd probably just gotten a shiver from the dozens of ceiling fans circulating the already frigid air.

I shrugged in response to Molly's question just as Zin said, "Now there's a sight for sore eyes. I haven't seen old Zuki in ages."

Zin's attention was fixed on a rather goofy looking man with bristly black hair. His limbs seemed too long for his body and had more joints than strictly necessary. As people passed by, he encouraged them to enter, gesturing to a pair of floor-length red curtains he stood beside. 

If this had been a circus run, I'd think he was hiding some curious beast or strangely shaped human behind those curtains and charging people money to gawk at the poor thing. Instead, the curtains framed the open doorway to one of the event hall's side rooms. Next to Zuki were two easels. From our angle, his lanky body blocked one, but on the other was a placard that read: The Zuki Lecture Series, Today's topic: Can dragons speak? And what are they hiding with their silence?

"Who is he?" asked Molly, and now that I was staring at him, I could see the guy, besides his funny limbs, had far too many eyes for a human. "He looks— And I know my momma said never to be a big meanie about peoples' appearance, but he looks weird."

"Not weird," Zin replied. "He's a spider shifter. Their sort used to be popular with circus freak shows, but that trend fell away a few decades ago. Can't remember how long ago it was — about twenty years, I think — but he used to be really tight with Ratcher—" 

A low rumble again sprang up from my throat. 

"Simmer down, Duncan," Zin told me. "Zuki's no threat. You'd probably actually like him." I gave Zin a curious look. "Rumor has it that, despite how close he and Ratcher used to be, they had a big falling out. And I mean BIG. Not sure what it was all about, and there were no witnesses to share the gossip later. Still, it must have been a doozy because, before that, the two were always in the same town at the same time. Afterward, though, Zuki completely abandoned the circus world, and no one's seen neither hide nor hair of him since. We all assumed the row had turned Zuki sour on the whole circus scene, but looks like he's giving it another go." 

"Still," said Molly, "bit of a touchy topic to be lecturing on." 

"Bah. It's probably two minutes of the actual lecture topic, then another thirty minutes of him hyping a new brand of lozenges for dragons with sore throats. Like I keep saying, this whole thing's gotten too commercial."

Molly agreed. And Zin was likely right. Even so, a lengthy clipping and dipping session with Gertrude was more appealing than the idea of anyone — even someone who'd had a falling out with Ratcher — lecturing on that particular topic.

Again, in case you've forgotten or missed it…






CORDELIA: Why'd you stop in mid-sentence? 


DUNCAN: Because this is where you usually cut in about our previous books and where to find them and all that sales-pitchy stuff you like doing.


CORDELIA: Sorry. All the vendors at the conference sort of turned me off of being sales-y for a while.


DUNCAN: But our books…


CORDELIA: Fine. Our books are available where all fine books, and even some not-so fine books, are sold. Better?


DUNCAN: Could do with a little more enthusiasm. Hey, do you think Molly might write us a jingle? One even you could sing.


CORDELIA: One even I could— What's that supposed to mean?


DUNCAN: Just, you know, you carry a tune about as well as a bucket with no bottom carries water.


CORDELIA: What are you talking about? I sing great.


DUNCAN: Even Charlie — Charlie! The chimera who took on a pair of vampiric manticores and got the better of them in only five seconds — cowers when you sing, and I don't think that's what they mean about music soothing the savage beast. 


CORDELIA: Just get back to the story, Duncan. 












4 - YOU WANT FRIES WITH THAT?




AS I WAS saying… in case you’ve forgotten what circus villains have to do with speaking dragons, Damian Ratcher (The Villain) used to own me. He owns a lot of dragons, collecting them from other circus owners like a magpie snatching up shiny treasures. 

Now, there's nothing wrong with a love of dragons, but unfortunately, Damian’s abusive treatment of dragons has been scientifically proven to be the number one way of shortening a dragon's life span. 

Some of this abuse is simple sadistic cruelty along with Ratcher’s habit of hiring handlers whose training revolves around beating dragons into submission to get us to behave and perform. But a larger motive behind Damian's life-threatening form of care is his desperate and worrying attempts to force at least one dragon to speak in the hopes that we'll reveal the whereabouts of the True Hoard. 

As for my history with Ratcher… my time with him is the reason I'm on P.A.W.'s Dangerous Dragons list. One day, one of Ratcher's handlers got so vigorous with my 'training' that I just couldn't bear any further education. During a practice session, I'd made the slightest of wrong moves, and he let me have it. I ended up with blood seeping from my scales and with my ear tassels damaged so badly I didn't think they'd ever grow back right. (They have, I'm happy to say. A dragon with tattered ear tassels just isn't a good-looking dragon.) 

So, when the handler brought the hook up again, instinct took over. I lashed out and went on the attack. I didn't kill the guy, but let's just say he no longer has use of both arms. 

After remaining silent during a beating like that, Ratcher assumed I couldn't speak. I was useless to him. I was also too much of a mess for him to put me in any more of his shows. 

So, with a Dangerous Dragon label slapped all over me, Ratcher sent me off to the Bargain Basement Auction House, where I ended up in the market's clearance bin. Which, given the place was already a discount shop, meant I was practically being given away for free — the perfect price for Ely Zinzendorf, who, despite his miserly and gruff demeanor, turned out to be a fair owner who allows no abuse in his circus. Other than verbal. Usually from him. And usually on payday.

Over the past year or so, however, Ratcher had been doing his best to buy up as many circuses in the region as possible. And his primary targets were the shows who have dragons amongst their troupe members. Beyond his desire to drive out any form of competition from other circuses, I think Ratcher figures if he keeps acquiring dragons, he’ll eventually land on one who might cave in and speak. Zin, Prince, Alfred Abbott of Abbott's Aerials, and a few others have been the rare holdouts, swearing they will never sell to Damian. 


Still, Ratcher has been obtaining circuses, and he makes his acquisitions both legally by straight up offering the owner more money than they could refuse, or illegally by tricking the owner into willing their show to him, then killing off said owner soon after the will is signed. 

This second option was how Shen himself just barely escaped from falling under Ratcher's ownership. Luckily, we smuggled Shen away from the Seaside Family Funfair just in the nick of time. 

And although Ratcher had tossed me aside, that hasn't stopped him from taking a renewed interest in me in recent months. While I crave attention almost as much as any other show dragon, I could gladly do without his. I don't trust him. He’s not the type of guy to play fair. And, frankly, he scares the bejesus lizard out of me. 

"Come on, Duncan," Zin said, rather gently for him. "Stop fretting over the stupid lecture. If humans only knew what dragons ramble on about, they'd be glad they’ve never gotten one of your kind to speak."

"What's that supposed to mean?" I asked as we stepped outside.

"I want an omelet," Zin mocked in a high sing-song voice that sounded nothing like mine, I'll have you know. "Can we stop at the omelet house? Can I attach a chicken coop to my caravan so I can have fresh eggs? What flavor of omelet do you think is best? Is it too late for an omelet? Is it too early for an omelet?"

"Is it?" I asked, suddenly hungry. Oh, and it's a simple mushroom and gruyere omelet that's the best. Obviously.

"Still," said Molly, "even I don't like that Ratcher. He's the biggest no-goodnick I've ever encountered. And you've met my ex."

Molly's ex being a lout who not only left her for another woman but also stole her entire portfolio of sheet music and lyrics for the songs she'd written. Then, as if that wasn't bad enough, he had his new lady friend perform those very songs. Honestly, some people.

I took one more glance at the placard as we headed out. "What do you think he knows?" I whispered to Zin. 

"Probably nothing to worry about," he replied. And I think it was meant to be one of those statements to help you see the folly of your fretting, but Zin's not the best at hiding his real thoughts, so it only made my scales twitch more than they had already been doing.

"Zin's right, darlin'," said Molly, her wig contents clinking with each step. "People have been going on about the possibility of dragons speaking for years. And if this Zuki character has been out of the circus loop for almost two decades, he's probably just peddlin' a whole heap of hooey that— Oh sugar sticks, that's not good, is it?"

I glanced over to where she was looking. Zuki had stepped into the meeting room, a line of maybe two dozen people crowding in after him. And each one took a look at the easel that had been out of view earlier. And more specifically, at the picture on that easel. It was of me, my mouth open as if in mid-speech. I was holding Benny's scrub brush, a look of contentment on Benny's face as the bristles rubbed behind his ears. A word bubble pointed to me, with the words "Burn, baby, burn!" inside.

"That's the stupidest thing I've ever seen," Zin scoffed, and this time his incredulity was reassuring. "You could have been yawning. You could have been mouth breathing. You could have been about to sneeze. Just because a dragon's mouth's open doesn't mean it's speaking. And, 'Burn baby burn'? Really? You're a fire-breathing dragon who has a fear of fire, so that's just ridiculous."

"I think Duncan was trying to keep that his little secret," Molly whispered, as if hinting to Zin the proper speaking volume for such a revelation. But her effort was too late. Everyone within hearing distance of Zin was snickering over my pyrophobia. Which is a real condition and should be understood, not mocked. 
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