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SOME TROUPE MEMBERS YOU'LL SEE IN BEAST OR FAMINE




BENNY - A BEHEMOTH who enjoys a good scrub…and beach strawberries

Boris - Lead brownie who has a fedora and does things by the book

Charlie - A chimera you won’t see much of

Conrad - Lead centaur, temporary mail carrier, 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 doesn’t brush his leg fur and owns the Circus of Unusual Creatures

Fergus - A chain-smoking unicorn who’s got a new project

Flora - An aura-spotting centaur with healing skills, wife of Conrad

Helga - A brownie who has a crush and is a whiz with chopsticks

Humphrey - A brownie who also has a crush

Molly - A miniature centaur who loves wigs and hates her ex

Pepper - A cyclops and gourmet cook who hates eating contests




OTHER PLAYERS

Albert Smallwood - A real piece of work, Molly’s ex-husband

Damian Ratcher - A villain who hates competition

Jerff Gulen - A foxy fellow who can pack away the food

Jolene - A singer who Molly despises

Judge Javert - A fashion-forward man of justice

The Kailin - A unicorn who can get stabby if criminals don’t behave

Leopold Wynn - Owner of the Seaside Family Fun Fair

Prince Swan - The charming owner of Swan’s Spectacular

Hamlet Shenlong (aka "Shen") - A little old dragon who weathers big skills

Undine - A prank-pulling shifter who shimmers

Viola - A dragon who sends strawberry-scented letters
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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
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PROLOGUE - MEETING ROXY




"ISN’T SHE A beauty?" sighed Pepper as she ran a hand over the machine’s sleek curves. "Top of the line engine. Chrome accents. Leaves all other models in the dust when it comes to performance. Instant I saw her on the showroom floor, I knew I had to have her."

"It sure is…something," I said, unable to muster the same enthusiasm Pepper, our cyclops chef, showed for the contraption. 

"Duncan," she said, fixing her single eye on me like an exasperated teacher trying to explain long division to a mathematically challenged pupil, "this is a refrigerator." I nodded my understanding. "Not an icebox. I can plug it in, and everything inside will stay cold without anyone having to lug chunks of ice around."

"So, no more icepicks," I said sagely. "That could be good around here."

Which I thought an astute statement since, over our past three runs, Zin’s Circus of Unusual Creatures had been having a tiny bit of trouble keeping everyone alive. No ice picks had been involved — just a lot of poison and some gravity — but having fewer potential murder weapons scattered around the place was probably for the best. So I couldn’t figure out why Pepper was still giving me that you-dimwitted-dragon look.

"You’ll never get it. Here, this should impress you." She tugged the handle. With a sucking sound, the gadget’s door opened, and Pepper, a beaming glint of pride in her eye, pointed to a tray with a dozen indentations in it. "It comes with an egg holder."

My heart skipped a beat. 

"For omelets?" I asked breathlessly.

"For omelets." 

"You’re right. It’s beautiful." I reached out to stroke the fridge’s silvery surface, but Pepper slapped my paw away.

"You’ll keep your claws off her. I see one scratch on Roxy, and you’ll be eating burnt toast for the rest of your days." She eased the door shut, then used the towel that had been tucked into her apron to polish the spot I’d been about to touch. "Roxy’s going to have enough of a workout over the next few days. She doesn’t need to be marred by your clumsy dragon mitts."

"Workout?" I’d heard of these modern appliances running, but I didn’t see how this gizmo could even walk, let alone get up to a heart-pumping jog.

"This damn eating contest I’ve got to cook for," Pepper snarled. "Who in their right mind came up with competing to cram mounds of food into your face? Disgusting, really. You know how many years I trained to get those subtle flavors into my sauces? To source just the right ingredients for my creations? To— Oh, never mind. Point is, my food is meant to be savored, not shoveled down people’s gullets for some silly prize."

"There’s a prize?" I asked, my curiosity instantly piqued. What can I say? As a dragon, that hoard-gathering instinct is one thing around Zin’s circus that will never die.

"First place gets fifty bucks."

"Fifty? You’re kidding." 

Fifty dollars was half a month’s wages for the top performer in a circus, an entire month’s wages for a regular crew member. A dragon could start a small chicken farm with that kind of money. Have eggs at the ready anytime he craved an— 

Oh, sorry, Pepper’s still ranting.

"Yep. Fifty bucks. For making a pig of yourself. It should be illegal. Anyone disrespecting my culinary skills like that deserves whatever punishment their gut brings them the next day." Pepper turned away from me to wipe down the already gleaming surface of Roxy the Refrigerator. "Half a mind to add something to the food to give them what they really deserve," she muttered. Then, with a devious giggle, she added, "Ipecac eclairs, anyone?"




CORDELIA: You probably should have reported that to Zin.

DUNCAN: I probably should have, but it’s Pepper. She’s always threatening bodily harm to anyone who doesn’t swoon over her food.

CORDELIA: And why else didn’t you report it?

DUNCAN: No reason.

CORDELIA: Duncan…

DUNCAN: Fine. It’s because I was coming up with names for the chickens I’d buy if I had that prize money.

CORDELIA: Like they say, never count on a dragon when there’s chicken farms to be hatched.

DUNCAN: Wiser words were never spoken.










1 - FUNFAIRS AND FLEABAGS




"THIS IS CERTAINLY…different," said Cordelia, my handler and the only human I'd ever spoken to, as we sauntered through the dilapidated grounds of Seaside’s Family Funfair. We'd arrived only the evening before, and this late morning stroll was the first chance we'd had to get a good look at where we'd be living, practicing, and performing for the next several days. 

"You've never done a run in Seaside before?" I asked as we turned onto the concrete, beachside promenade that made up one edge of the funfair's boundaries. Cordelia had joined Zin's just a couple months previous, and I still hadn't gotten the full resume of which traveling circuses she'd worked for to hone her dragon handling skills.

"Nope, hate the ocean, hate the beach, and I especially hate these damn sea breezes." A scowl creased Cordelia's brow as the coastal wind whipped the floppy locks of her dark auburn hair. "Which is why I've always done my best to stay landlocked." A sudden gale forced us both to turn our backs and hunch our shoulders as the wind sent sand lashing against our skin. "I don't get it. Are we really supposed to perform in these conditions?"

I pointed toward the northern end of the boardwalk, not too far ahead of us, to a small amphitheater, open to the elements with bleacher style seating. "We'll do a few acts there. The Stupendous Centaurs too, but no aerial stunts from the Flying Flynns."

"Yeah, no kidding. They'd blow away before they ever reached the highwire."

"That, and Flora told me they were taking some time off to regroup." 

"Probably for the best," mused Cordelia, "given all that happened during the last run." 

By ‘all that’, she was referring to the deaths of two of the Flynns' high-flying stars. 

We remained silent as waves pummeled the beach just beyond the walkway, the wind howled in our ears, and a cacophony of metallic creaks came from the funfair's rickety rides behind us. 

Cordelia tilted up her face and eyed the steely grey clouds drooping from the sky. A few heavy raindrops splattered onto her face. She jerked at and tightened the hood of her jacket over her head.

"This is the stupidest setup," she complained, her words growing more irritable with each syllable as she continued. "There’s a reason a circus's biggest events take place under a big top. It's called the Pacific Northwest weather. I swear, if it rains and no one shows up for this stupid eating contest Leopold's invited us here for, he better still be paying us. Because if I have to put up with this wind and sand and, and… wind without compensation, someone's going to get a piece of my mind." 

In case you hadn't noticed, Cordelia's not a fan of windy conditions.

The Leopold she was talking about was Leopold Wynn, mayor of Seaside and owner of the town's long-standing funfair. Unlike Zin's and the other traveling circuses you've gotten used to over my previous three tales, Leopold's was a permanent operation that took up a fair amount of Seaside's beachfront real estate. 

Situated on the ocean side of the funfair, as you've just seen, were an amphitheater at the northern end and an area near the center for rides. If several of its important bolts weren’t rusted together, I imagine the views from the top of the Ferris wheel would have been outstanding.

At the southern end of the boardwalk, two dozen small cabins clustered together for guest lodging. These might have once been painted in bright, cheery colors, but were now adorned with little more than weathered cedar and paint that was chipped and faded. 

Scattered across much of the rest of the funfair's grounds were a handful of kiddie rides (a few of which actually worked), some souvenir vendors, a concession stand that served stuff Pepper wouldn't classify as food, and a handful of lackluster sideshows, including a dragon I'd yet to meet.

With such slim offerings, Leopold had taken to organizing events to lure in visitors. And the biggest of these events was his annual eating contest that attracted people from all around the region. Since he had little of his own entertainment to offer, Leopold would invite one of the region's traveling circuses to play a part in the event by setting up their own displays and performing their top acts in the amphitheater. 

He tried to make it seem like he was doing the invited show a favor, but in reality, the incoming circus not only enticed locals who'd grown bored with the run-down funfair, but also helped distract out-of-town visitors from the sorry state of the place that, not to be rude, was showing its age.




BORIS: It's Leopold's refusal to hire brownies. No cleaning crew. All that salt air. Things are bound to turn shabby.

DUNCAN: Maybe you should explain what brownies are for people who are new here.

BORIS: Everyone knows what a brownie is!

CORDELIA: Actually, a poll of our readers shows many of them think brownies are a type of cake-y, chocolatey, dessert.

BORIS: Our readers make sugary concoctions out of my people? The horror! Who are these scoundrels? Why has no one investigated this cannibalistic behavior?

CORDELIA: Duncan, maybe you should explain. I think Boris is about to explode.

DUNCAN: Right. Brownies are a very small breed of elf who work in crews. They come in, usually at night, and clean and maintain a home or office or circus grounds. Boris is lead brownie at Zin's. And he would make a terrible snack, even if doused in sugar.




As you might have guessed by now, Zin's Circus of Unusual Creatures was the invited show for this year's eating contest.

Before we arrived, a large corner on the town-side edge of the funfair had been empty except for some beach weeds poking through the hard-packed dirt. According to Fergus — who's been to Leopold's more than once in his career — a big top used to occupy this corner. It featured crowd-drawing acts such as an aerial number, a clown show, and a contortionist routine. There'd even been one of those scary stunts where a person spins on a wheel while another person, usually blindfolded, throws knives at them. 

And they call me dangerous.

But, a dozen or so winters ago, a storm blew the big top away, and Leopold never scraped together the cash to replace it. Which actually suits his purposes, since it now provides space for visiting troupes like Zin's to set up camp. 

Despite our caravans having been arranged for as much privacy as possible, despite Pepper having gotten the Cantina up and running the night before, and despite Eisenberg's Entertainment Alley being ready to challenge any prize-seekers, this run already felt off. I'd like to say it was because the Tent (our big top) was still packed away and wouldn't be taken out until our next run, but maybe my dragon-y senses were already detecting something.




CORDELIA: Or it could be that you didn't get your daily quota of omelets during this run.

DUNCAN: You really know how to kill my attempts to establish a mysterious mood.

CORDELIA: I'm not wrong though, am I?

DUNCAN: No, unfortunately, you're not. 




"The weather won't be a problem," I said as Cordelia cursed at another blast of wind and sand. "At least that's what Zin says."

"What?" Cordelia sneered. "Does he have a feeling in his horns?"

"I don't know, but I do know it never rains when the eating contest takes place."

Cordelia, her face scrunching with skepticism, cast another glance at the sky. Thicker, darker clouds now loomed over our heads and a relentless north wind lashed at my ear tassels.

"It's the Oregon Coast," Cordelia grumbled. "You can't predict anything about the weather except that it'll change at a moment's notice. Look at that sky. It's going to start pouring any minute. We should—"

Before Cordelia could continue her pessimistic meteorological report, the sound of small hooves pounded against the boardwalk's pavement. Molly, a miniature centaur about the size of a Shetland pony, had her hair — her natural, mousy brown hair, that is — pulled back, tied at the nape of her neck, and covered with a bright blue silk scarf. Instead of the radiant smile she usually wore, her face was so full of fire it's a wonder her false eyelashes didn't melt.

"I can't believe it. Of all the—" Rather than finish the sentence, she growled and clenched her hands into fists. "Does Zin still have that old punching bag? I'm fit to burst if I don't give something a good walloping."

"What's happened?" asked Cordelia.

"Boris's crew didn't toss out your wigs, did they?" I asked, knowing those wigs were Molly's most prized possessions.

"With the way this day is going, that'll probably be next." Molly shook with fury, then thrust out her palms like a policeman halting traffic. Or like she was pushing someone off a cliff. "I can't be here. That's all there is to it. You think Zin will let me go help the Flynns at this retreat of theirs? A song, a dance, that'd cheer them up, wouldn't it? Because if I stay here, I swear…" 

She raised her back leg and stomped the ground so hard the pink nail varnish on her hoof cracked.

"Molly, what is it?" I'd never seen my show partner in anything but a sunny mood. The lowest she'd ever been was the time she ran out of an eye shadow that would have perfectly matched the costume she'd selected for that evening's performance.

"My ex," she seethed. "That no good fleabag is here. With his girlfriend. Of all the nerve! The Circular has been going on and on about Leopold inviting Zin to this year's eating contest, and that boneheaded ex-husband of mine knows very well I work for Zin now. I bet he only showed up here to ruffle my feathers. Well, job done, mister!"

"Has he spoken to you?" asked Cordelia.

"Thank the stars, no. I only found out just now when Pepper and I were going over the sign-up sheet for the eating contest — I'm helping her with the prep work, and we were making sure we had everything we'd need. And there it was. Albert Smallwood. His stupid name in his stupid, childish handwriting. I can't believe with his reputation they'd even let him enter. But he's here somewhere. Just when I was beginning to hope I'd never have to set eyes on him again."

"Maybe you can avoid him," I suggested. I mean, to me, Molly is very tiny. Seems like if you needed to hide her, it'd be pretty easy.




CORDELIA: What? Were you picturing folding her up into a suitcase?

DUNCAN: Don't be silly. She's a mini-taur, not part of the Crookston Contortionists. I was just thinking we could cram her in a closet.

CORDELIA: That's not much better, Duncan.

DUNCAN: Pepper's new fridge is pretty roomy, maybe—

CORDELIA: No, Duncan.




"I can't avoid that moron," Molly complained. "Not if I'm working the eating contest. Pepper's already talked me into whipping up some cream, I've got to pick up an order for her in town, and I'm supposed to help serve the food." She struck a pose, holding up her arm with her palm flat to the sky like a waitress with a tray. 

As she lowered her hand, a devious glint sparked in her eyes. "Pepper just made up a new batch of that chili sauce the Dumble Dwarves like. You know the stuff?" I did. It was hot enough to light your ear tassels on fire. "I bet I could sneak some onto Albert's food. He can't even bear the spice of a bell pepper." Molly chuckled. "He'd be bawling like a baby." 

Just then, a hearty gust kicked up, and Molly clutched at her headscarf. She shot a vicious look in a vaguely northern direction. "And how exactly am I meant to perform in this weather? Wind like this is going to leave my wig looking like Gregg's kittens had a play date in it. Has Zin not considered the potential wardrobe issues a beachside, open-air amphitheater can present?"

"It won't be a problem," said a low, gentle voice. Worried a human had caught me speaking, I whirled around and bared my fangs.










2 - IF YOU DON'T LIKE THE WEATHER....




THE CREATURE BEFORE me wasn’t a human. It wasn’t even an elf. It was a small dragon, about the size of a bloodhound, but with much less slobber. My hasty action and the smell of sulfur my firebox had kicked up must have frightened him, because his grey eyes were bulging.

"Sorry to startle you," we both said.

"No need to apologize," he told me. "I wasn’t frightened in the least." 

He said this with complete sincerity, but his eyes were still ballooning from their sockets. I wondered if I’d broken him. Maybe a little tap on the forehead would knock his eyeballs back into place?

"But your eyes," I said. "They’re, I mean, for Smaug’s sake, they’re nearly popping out of your face."

"Duncan!" Molly and Cordelia scolded.

The dragon chuckled. "It’s alright. They can be a bit, well, eye-catching, I suppose." A dragon who liked puns? I already felt friendly toward this fellow. "It’s a thyroid condition. My first owner didn’t get me the treatment I needed, so now I’m a bit buggy-eyed. My name’s Hamlet Shenlong, by the way. But most people call me Shen."

We dragons have to be pretty darn old to show any signs of aging, and Shen had already limped far beyond the ‘pretty darn old’ stage. In addition to his soft, raspy voice, his small frame was slightly hunched, there was a cloudiness to his eyes, and his scales, although they had an enviable, silvery shine to them, were thin in patches. 

We shook paws, and I introduced Cordelia and Molly, then myself.

"Duncan? Of Zin’s Circus of Unusual Creatures?" Shen asked contemplatively. "I believe I’ve heard of you. Are you also known as Brutus Fangwrath, Deadliest Dragon in the West?"

"Just a stage name," I assured him.

"You’re not worried about speaking in front of me?" asked Cordelia. "You do realize I’m a human, right?"

As a little reminder, due to a law enacted by the Dragon Council in 1274, we dragons are supposed to remain silent around humans.

Shen gave Cordelia a warm smile. "I sensed you might have hatched from a good egg. Not something that could be said about most of your kind."

"What did you mean about it not being a problem?" asked Molly. "The weather, that is."

"My species of dragon, we can bring about good weather when needed. Not for long periods of time, of course. Changing the weather for too long affects the climate, and that never turns out well. But for short spells, it comes in handy."

"You’re why the eating contest always has nice weather, aren’t you?" I asked, feeling a bit awe-struck since few dragons by this time had any accessible magic left in them. 

Shen nodded, then tilted his pointed snout to the sky, pursed his lips, and let out a puff of air. The clouds parted to reveal a brilliant blue sky. Cordelia breathed a sigh of relief at the sudden cessation of the battering wind, and Molly clapped her hands enthusiastically.

"Well, I’ll be gobsmacked," she said. "I’ve certainly never seen anything like that."

"It’s quite easy to conjure pleasant conditions when I’m in a good mood and," Shen added shyly, "amongst new friends. Still, you should have seen me in my younger days. I could clear the entire coastline with barely a second thought. Event organizers paid well for such work, so it was a wonderful way to build up my hoard. 

"As I get older, though, I find I can only change the weather in a small area. I’ve also noticed less control as I age, such as the weather shifting unexpectedly when my emotions get the better of me, that sort of thing."

"Don’t you fret, darlin’," Molly said. "I’m sure Leopold appreciates you bringing sunny skies to his eating contests." 

"Leopold does. He also appreciates hiring me out and taking the proceeds for my upkeep, but it could be worse."

I bristled at this. It was one thing to be owned by Zin, to work for him, to not have my freedom, but he paid a fair wage and used his profits to benefit the troupe, even if he’d never admit it.

"Now that hardly seems right," said Molly. "He shouldn’t be taking your earnings."

"It’s fine," Shen replied in his gentle tone, as if he really didn’t mind, or as if he’d come to accept how the world worked. "The money goes to improving the funfair. So much of the equipment needs fixed, and I’m glad to do my part to help out."

This statement of the funfair’s finances made no sense to me. We’d been camped at the edge of Leopold’s for less than twenty-four hours, but on my stroll through the grounds, the derelict state of the place had been hard to miss. Granted, Zin’s circus had its tattered edges. The Zinzendorf flag that fluttered over the Tent, for example, was getting more ragged with every run, but routine equipment repair and maintenance were never overlooked—




BORIS: I should say not!




But Leopold’s place? There was more rust than metal on most of the rides; string, tape, and shims held up the vendors’ booths; weeds had sprouted up and gone to seed between the walkways; and the amphitheater looked like dirt was the only thing holding it together.

Still, who am I to judge how a funfair is managed? Maybe Leopold was saving up to get all the repairs done at once. Theoretically, this would be very efficient. Unless, of course, everything crumbled into the sea before the mechanics, handymen, and carpenters were ever hired.

Before I could ask Shen more about his power, Conrad — the lead centaur at Zin’s — trotted up to us. Clip-clopping alongside him was Fergus. You remember him, right? Unicorn, chain-smoker, supposed lady’s man.

"Have any of you seen Flora?" Conrad asked. "We’ve been looking for her everywhere."

My ear tassels perked up. 

"Are you asking me to solve a mystery? I mean, I’ve only worked on murder cases so far, but a missing person problem would be good to add to my resume."

"Could you not seem so gleeful over the absence of my wife?" Conrad said dryly.

"Sorry, just looking for something to do."

"Speaking of," said Shen, "I must be off. Leopold will want to discuss the weather conditions for the weekend. I imagine you’ll want me to keep the rain at bay while you’re here?"

"And if you could dim the wind for our act?" Molly suggested.

"I’ll do my best." Shen smiled tenderly. With a hopeful tone in his voice, he added, "I look forward to speaking to you later." 

The elderly dragon then shuffled off along the walkway that led from the promenade and into the heart of the funfair. 










3 - FLUFF AND FILLER




"HOW IS FLORA doing?" Molly asked Conrad as we turned down the walkway Shen had taken. It led us past another of the funfair's attractions: A black ship, whose sides were draped with netting so infested with cobwebs it nearly obscured the sign daring 'landlubbers to board the Pirate's Plunder.' Honestly, the ride looked more like a tetanus risk than a rollicking amusement. "She seemed as pleased as a pig in parsnips when we arrived here. Any news you two care to share?"

I knew what Molly was hinting at. Conrad and Flora had been trying for a foal, but so far hadn't had any luck. Still, Molly had a point. Unlike the rest of us, who, after only an hour, had grown sick of sand grinding between our toes and coastal gusts battering our backsides, Flora had taken on a new glow the minute we arrived at Seaside. 

"Not of the kind you're thinking, Molly," said Conrad. "Flora just loves the beach. Says it reminds her of being a filly."

"Did she grow up on the Coast?" asked Cordelia.

"No, but she did eat a lot of saltwater taffy, and her dad sang sea shanties as part of a performance company he was in: Bonny Jonny and the Centaur Shipmates. She actually never saw the ocean until our honeymoon." Conrad smiled at the memory. "She said its aura had a very nice color." His face then lit up, and he waved at someone. "There she is."

"And it looks like she needs rescuing," said Cordelia.

I scanned the grounds, noting the pavilion where the eating contest would be held and the concession stand's faded sign advertising the 'Best Corn Dogs on the Coast.' Then, near the boundary where our own caravans and displays began, I spotted Flora. 

As ever, she wore an open, welcoming expression for the person she was with. But, like someone holding a pose for a painfully slow portrait painter, it was clear her facial muscles were straining to maintain that expression.

"Who's she talking to?" I asked, curious to know if it was a human and if I needed to keep my mouth shut around her.

"Schmendrick's scrotum, it's Undine," Fergus blurted and then dashed behind me. 

"And what is she?" asked Cordelia. Which, I suppose, sounds like a rude question, but this was back when you had to deal with figuring out whether a human-looking creature was an elf, an ogre, a dwarf, or an actual human. Believe me, even if the world's not as fun or as interesting as it once was, you humans have it so much easier now that most of the Fae have left you to yourselves. 

"Ex-girlfriend. Broke her heart," grumbled Fergus.

"Broke her heart," said Cordelia doubtfully. "That's why you're hiding from her."

"Look, Sweet Lap, I'm only trying to protect her feelings. She'll be absolutely distraught if she sees me, and I don't have time to deal with consoling her. I've got my new project, after all." Fergus pranced a couple steps forward and flicked his tail proudly before realizing such flamboyant moves risked drawing the attention of this Undine. He skittered back into my shadow and tucked his head down. "I heard she quit her job here last year, so what's she doing—?" Fergus cut off his musing curiosity with a groan. "The Circular, man. She must have seen that Zin's was coming to Seaside and followed me here. Poor thing."

The Circular — or more correctly, The Northwest Circus Circular — was the region's regular newspaper that listed where each traveling show would be that week, along with help wanted ads, circus news and gossip, and local events and services.

As if emphasizing some point she was trying to make, the mystery woman gesticulated dramatically at Flora. When her arms moved, I caught a glimmer of sunlight bouncing off the silver bangles and bracelets decorating her wrists. I then noticed it wasn't just her jewelry, but her skin too that flashed when the light hit it just right. Since we dragons like anything shiny, my eyes were glued to her shimmery movements.

"But what is she exactly?" I asked.

"Type of water nymph. Shifter, too," Fergus replied. "Her kind, they spend time in fish form, but they like to change into lady form when they've set their sights on someone." Fergus sighed heavily. "Man, I just bet she saw me setting up my booth. You know, for my new project."

"So what's the big deal?" asked Conrad, not taking the new-project bait Fergus kept dangling in front of us. "Seems like you'd enjoy a woman going gaga for you."

"I just don't need the drama, man. I've got my sights set too firmly on the Kailin. Who knows how Undine'll react if I have to break it to her that her life is going to have to remain Fergus-free. Tears? Anger? You've seen the effect I have on women." 

I thought back to Fergus's lady friend Zola from the Superhuman Skirskis' strongman act. She had insulted Fergus in front of everyone then stormed out on him, but I remember fearing she might crush Fergus into dust when she discovered he'd been two-timing her. Or well, in Fergus's case, it might have been three- or four-timing her.




FERGUS: I've changed my ways, though. Completely changed.

DUNCAN: Worried the Kailin might read this, Fergus?

FERGUS: Well, sure, but that doesn't make it untrue.




"I suppose it's the price of being such a good-looking, highly sought-after unicorn," Fergus sighed as we headed toward Flora. "Oh, okay, so we're going to confront Undine? You know," he rambled on, even though no one was paying attention to him, "you’re right. I just need to speak with her and get this out in the open. I mean, what's the worst that could happen? A slap, a drink in my face, a steaming bag of chimera crap on my doorstep?"

"Sounds good to me," muttered Molly.

"Exactly," Fergus agreed. "A little vengeance, but nothing we can't look back on and laugh at later."

Oblivious to Flora's weary expression and attempts to cut in, Undine kept barreling on with her grievances. But with Fergus's prattling and the ocean crashing, my normally keen hearing couldn't make out what Undine was saying until we were only a few paces away from her and Flora. Seriously, that ocean is noisy; someone should put in a complaint to the management. 

"He's such a jerk." Undine spit the statement like a curse. Upon hearing the venom in her tone, Fergus backed away with whispered excuses about needing to find some smokes. "A real piece of work. I can't believe I fell for him. He told me he wanted a forever kind of thing. He told me I had to be his or he would never be able to open his eyes on another day. And even if he did open his eyes, what would be the point? He'd see nothing but darkness unless I was there to—"

"Light his way?" Molly sneered as we stepped up to the two women.

Undine whirled around. Her skin, which I now noticed showed the faint outlines of fish scales, flashed as she moved.

"Your man a pathetic poet, too?" Undine asked, arching one of her perfectly plucked eyebrows. "Where do these guys come from? You ever see a greeting card in the shops? I always wondered who wrote those ridiculous things. Now I know. It's the B.S. artist I nearly married."

At first I really did think she was talking about Fergus, and I wondered how her version of events could differ so much from his. Also, I couldn't imagine Fergus spouting poetry or making marriage proposals. Then again, if he wanted to rest his head in a lap, there's no telling to what lengths he might go.

"Let me guess," said Molly. "Your fella has blonde hair, green eyes, and is half horse?"

This seemed a pretty vague description. In fact, it sounded like a third of Conrad's centaur crew. I looked to him, but he shook his head. Flora took the chance of Undine being distracted to slip over and stand next to Conrad, who reached down to hold her hand.

"How'd you know about Albert?" asked Undine.

"Because I did marry that B.S. artist. And now you know what he's done?"

"Had the nerve to show up here," Molly and Undine said as one.

"Come on, girl." Undine moved to Molly's side and chummily draped her arm over the mini-taur's shoulder. "We've got some things to talk about over a few glasses of pinot grigio."

Molly, still carrying herself a little stiffly, allowed Undine to lead her away. Before they were out of sight, however, something Undine whispered to Molly left both of them laughing wickedly enough to send a shiver through my scales.

"That's not going to turn out well," said Fergus, who emerged from behind a souvenir display, a smoldering stub of a cigarette between his lips.

"From everything Molly's told me," I said, "that ex of theirs deserves whatever they have to throw at him." 

I'd worked closely with Molly since I joined Zin's a little over a year ago. And while Molly is one of the most talented performers I've partnered with, she's also a chatterbox who rarely stays silent during our practice sessions. Which meant I knew more about her past, her passions, and her pet peeves than any of my other colleagues at Zin's.

"What did he do that was so bad?" asked Conrad. This earned him a playful punch to the ribs from his wife.

"He cheated on her, obviously," Flora told him, her eyes narrowing warningly at her husband. "And I'll have you know if you ever do that to me, I will have you ground into dog food in your sleep."

"I have a feeling I'd wake up if you started feeding me through the grinder." Then, knowing what was good for him, he added, "And no one could make me happier than you, Snickerdoodle."

Flora beamed, and I'm pretty sure, even though I don't really understand what an aura is, I saw hers warm and brighten.

"So…?" prodded Cordelia. "What did he do, this ex?"

"Stole her songbook and all the rights to the tunes she'd written," I explained. "He's making money off Molly’s work while she has to perform balancing acts with a dragon."

"That is bad. Especially the dragon part," Cordelia said with a wry grin.

"Quip if you will," said Fergus, "but, man, I tell you, Molly's desire for revenge has never gone away. And now she's buddying up with Undine? A woman who's clearly still nursing a ton of heartache from her lack of yours truly? All I'm saying is Boris better dust off his fedora."

Because while Cordelia and I may have figured out most of the clues during our previous cases, it was Boris who had the accessories of a true detective: notepad, trenchcoat, and sparkling blue fedora. Or did he have a purple one now? It's hard to keep track sometimes.

"You're being overly dramatic, Fergus," said Flora. "Molly wouldn't hurt a fly."

"Unless the fly damaged her wigs," Cordelia said.

Flora acknowledged the truth in this. "Yes, this Albert should count himself lucky he didn't take any of her hairpieces. Wait, he didn't, did he?"

"He's still alive, so I'm guessing not," said Cordelia. The wind shifted, and smoke from the remaining bit of Fergus's cigarette blew straight into her face. "Didn't you have a project to take care of?" she growled at him.

"A project? You mean the booth?" Conrad asked with some skepticism. "Don't tell me Zin's actually letting you—"

"He most certainly is. Ely Zinzendorf is one satyr who sees a money maker when he knows one."

"I don't think that's quite how that goes." Looking like she might regret the question, Cordelia then asked, "Dare I ask what this booth will be hawking?"

"Love, Sweet Lap. What else?" Fergus stood as if taking first prize in a horse show, his head and horn held high. "You are looking at the first ever, the one and only, the top of the tops Love Guru for Zin's Circus of Unusual Creatures. I'll be offering advice, tips, guidance, and recommendations in all things love for one low fee. Per visit, of course. Success guaranteed, or your money back."

"You sure Zin approved that money-back-guarantee part?" asked Conrad, since we all knew Zin did his utmost to not grant refunds. There were profits to protect, after all.

"You'll see. My booth'll be the biggest draw this whole weekend."

"Not the eating contest?" asked Cordelia.

"That contest's just fluff and filler for the real act, Sweet Lap. Fluff and filler."
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