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      “Hey, Twiz,” Billie Quinn said as she dropped the stack of newspapers on the small window counter in front of Amanda. Beanzies, the coffee shop on St. Mo’s amusement pier, served as my main morning stop before hitting my real estate office. It’s open-air seating, outside of the little octagonal structure where Amanda, my merfolk bestie, worked.

      Billie tapped the papers. “Wait until you hear what’s happening in the Royal Palace! I got a huge scoop. We’re publishing the print edition first, just to get the sales of the dead-tree media up!”

      “It says the pier is saved,” Amanda Greengills, our mermaid barista, rolled her eyes. “We knew that last week, right after the new town council election. The new council rescinded Star’s demolition order.”

      I pointed toward the far end of the pier, where tables and chairs were being set up, and a stage with a curtained backdrop was under construction. “Remember. Pier is Saved celebration this weekend. Starting with Cricket’s Delights Cabaret show tonight.”

      “Yeah, but remember when Star went to the Royal Palace a few weeks before our election… Wait!” Billie shook her head. “You gotta buy a paper if you want to know. We’re trying to get our circulation up.”

      “I already take the Chronicle via the web.” I sighed and pulled a couple of quarters out of my magical purse and slid them toward our local journalist. “Now that I’ve paid, spill the beans so I don’t have to smack you with my cane.”

      “Oh, she definitely deserves a resounding smack!” Mortimer Bluescales, St. Mo’s resident mini dragon, landed on the bench next to mine at the square metal table outside of Beanzies. He shivered as he transformed into his feline form of a tubby gray cat. “Would you smack her a second time, just for writing that terrible piece on how my train party on Halloween was sabotaged by all the well-meaning do-gooders.”

      I glared at Mortimer. “My father and team painted up your old used choo-choo very nicely and as a birthday present to you. They even revamped the motor bits or whatever it was.”

      “The G’Wilcox custom Pacific Coast Daylight Express, featuring a GS-4 class locomotive with a 4-8-4-wheel configuration, is no mere ‘choo-choo,’ Twizzle. It is one of the premier models of that particular steam engine.”

      I ignored Mort and looked back at Billie. “Spill it, or I’ll have Mort follow you around all day lecturing you about model choo-choos.”

      “You wouldn’t!” Billie’s eyes went wide as she glared at me over the tops of her shades.

      I glanced at Mort. “How many chili-cheese-dogs will that take for a full day?”

      “Oh. That is a splendid idea.” Mort rubbed his front paws together. “I’ve got a lecture I was going to give at the West Coast Model Railroad RPM. This would give me a chance to refine the delivery.”

      “That’ll take what? About a dozen repetitions?” I grinned up at Billie. “Say a chili-cheese-dog per repetition? Or does Billie want to stop beating around the bush?”

      She held up her hands defensively, then slid the two quarters back to me. “I give in. No way do I want that scaly fuzzball following me around, spouting boring tripe about his choo-choos.”

      “Just for that, you’ve earned a free recitation of my speech and an honorary illusion on my layout. What should it be? Mooning like Old Man Morris?”

      Billie jabbed a finger at Mort. “You keep my butt out of your silly choo-choo setup!”

      Mort’s belly rumbled. “I’m peckish. If you’d call up the dog hut and have a tray of their delicious, delectable dogs sent here, I can start with the recitation.”

      “How about a cinnamon bun instead, Mr. Peckish?” Amanda suggested. “You’re at a Beanzie’s table. The dog hut is over there off the pier.”

      “Your pastry will do for now.” Mort swiveled toward me. “Is Twizzle getting this one?”

      “Not if Billie starts talking.” I raised an eyebrow and stared at her in anticipation.

      She sucked in a loud breath, then started. “You remember that minister who got murdered when Star was at the Palace? Broadbasher?”

      I nodded. “Vaguely. He basically told Star to bug off when she wanted him to lift the stay on the demolition order Star had on the pier.”

      “Wasn’t it because that Broadbasher chap was feuding with the other minister? Twazzledoofus or such?” Mort asked, then jumped over to tap a paw on the magical pay pad at Amanda’s window. He jumped back to my table and resumed his former place. Amanda passed Mort’s plate with the cinnamon bun over to Billie, who set it on the table.

      “There. I was nice to you!” Billie dropped her chin to glare at Mort. “Keep your train stories to yourself. And yes, Minister Tazaldeesh wanted the pier demolished, which meant his arch-rival, Broadbasher, wanted it saved.”

      “Old history, so far,” I continued to stare at the journalist.

      “Well, I had an exclusive interview with Her Grace’s new Minister of Faerock Acquisitions, G’nedrick G’nobb. He actually spent a decade working the faerock mines here and has been steadily climbing the ladder in the ministry.”

      Billie paused and looked at Amanda. “No coffee?”

      Amanda shook her head. “You haven’t ordered yet.”

      “Flat white,” Billie said. Amanda tapped it in and shoved the payment pad her way. Billie rolled her eyes but slid her wand out to tap the pay pad. Only then did Amanda make the drink.

      “So… what’s the big scoop? A former St. Moian is the new minister of magical rocks?” I shook my head and shrugged. “Not super big news, but a nice story.”

      “That’s just the appetizer.” Billie grinned but waited for Amanda to slide her drink forward before continuing. Raising the cup, she took a sip. “Seems that Minister G’nobb has fond remembrances of his time in St. Mo. He was one of the early faerock miners here and helped get the mine foreperson to stop pumping the slurry water into the bay.”

      “For which all merfolk are forever grateful,” Amanda said with a slow nod. “What else is in the story? You’re dragging this out too long.”

      “Well, Minister G’nobb believes that the old slurry pier, and the amusement side that was added after the slurry gates were permanently shut, should be a memorial to all the miners who worked there, and to the generations of St. Moians who were touched by the faerock in ways they would prefer not to have been.”

      “You can say that again.” I subconsciously reached for the brace on my leg. Without the brace, my leg would constantly be trying to curve again. The huge presence of faerock close to our town meant the magical birth defects kept trying to return even after a lifetime of therapy and braces. Since most of North American ley lines ran near St. Mo before heading out to sea, we had a lot of magic in the area. That could cause problems. I glanced back up at Billie. “So what’s he going to do?”

      “He submitted the paperwork for Her Grace to designate the pier as an official Fae Historic Landmark to the Royal Secretary. Normal procedure is a week’s wait before Her Grace will sign it. However, Minister G’nobb has included a request to waive that waiting period in light of the events at the palace, regarding his predecessor.”

      Mort chuckled between nibbles on his cinnamon bun and licked the icing from his whiskers. “That G’nobb chap probably wants to get the pier locked in before the replacement for that Minister Twaffledunce decides to stick his nose into Star’s development plans for St. Mo.”

      “Exactly,” Billie said, grinning ear to ear. She looked at me. “Aren’t you related to one of the pixies working for the new royal princess? Ebrel Dymestl?”

      I sighed. She wanted me to intercede via my cousins.

      “You mean Nia and Mia? They’re workers in the cafe that Princess Ebrel owns. I’m not sure how much good they’ll be able to do.”

      Mort chuckled again. “You underestimate both yourself and your cousins. I was there several months ago with your father. One of your cousins is the manager of Mystic Brews, while the other works directly with Her Grace’s sister as an apprentice baker. And anyone being trained by Rhosyn Dymestl has her ear.”

      Billie nodded. “Just drop a text to them. Maybe see if they think Ebrel and Rhosyn would be open for an invite to the pier if we get the designation. That’ll put a bug in both Lady Ebrel’s and Lady Rhosyn’s ears. You never know what Her Grace might get up to.”

      “She’s right, Twiz,” Amanda said, leaning through the window.

      I sighed but was saved from reaching for my phone under the peer pressure by a black SUV stopping at the corner of the entrance to the parking area behind the Hippodrome. There was only one black SUV authorized to park in that lot. Aleks slid out of the back seat first, then held out a hand to assist his fiancée, Yelena. They looked around and spotted us at Beanzies.

      I raised a hand in greeting and added a wave to join us.

      “Saved by the weresharks,” Mort grinned, licking more icing off his chin. He pushed the plate away. A twitch of his paw and a cantrip, a minor spell, sent the empty plate floating toward the bus tub for dirties, located atop the plastic waste bin. “I shall leave you to your chinwags, then. If you need me to pontificate and educate our local journalist on the many differences in steam locomotives of the mid-twentieth century, text me. And order the tray of dogs from the Dog Hut.”

      With that, he jumped up, transforming into his mini dragon form, flapping to gain altitude as he headed back to his apartment at the Hippodrome.

      “We did not mean to scare away Mr. Bluescales,” Yelena said as she and Aleks joined our group. I rose as my friends and business partners came around to my side of the table. I stood for a hug from Yelena, and a shorter, more professional hug from Aleks.

      “Heading to the Tiger already?” I asked Aleks as Yelena stepped over to order at Amanda’s window. The Tiger was an old, converted barge, magically enhanced and expanded into a floating casino three miles out in the bay. California had several of these back in the bootlegger era. Now, instead of mundane mobsters like Al Capone running them, it was the Russian wereshark mafia at the helm. Except in St. Mo, Aleks Baronov was trying to show the rest of the Tavrian faction that sharks could go legit and operate within Fae laws.

      “Audit team arrives today.” Aleks, still standing, peered around and pointed. Over by the stairs, down to the dock for the shuttle boat from the Tiger, several people were already gathering. “Sanjay and his team of number crunchers are here, ready to make sure we’ve added the maths correctly.”

      The horn of the Tiger’s shuttle sounded as it moved in to dock at the end of the pier.

      “Your grandfather doesn’t trust your numbers?” I smiled to show I was teasing. Audits in the business world were standard practice. But I wasn’t sure about the Russian wereshark mafia. Did they need to audit the books of businesses that might be flying under the radar of local authorities?

      Aleks must have sensed my question. “The Tiger, and all our ventures here in St. Maurice, are legit and above board. Grandfather didn’t instigate this audit. Well, not directly. The report will be included in some of his business dealings.”

      Yelena reappeared with two paper to-go cups in sleeves and passed one to her fiancé. “We should greet the auditing team, dear.”

      “You are correct. Please excuse us, ladies?” Aleks nodded to us.

      Billie snorted. “Lady! I haven’t been called that since I was five.”

      “Ah… perhaps today is a good day, then.” Aleks nodded toward the journalist, then offered his arm to Yelena.

      I watched them walk away. Billie rapped on the metal mesh of the table bolted to the pier’s wooden structure. “You were going to text your cousins, Twiz.”

      “Cookie?” Yuri said in my ear, coming up behind me. “I save a doodlesnick for you.”

      The scent of cinnamon and sugar wafted as the wereshark security chief waved a paper-wrapped cookie in front of me. I smiled my thanks and took the treat. Yuri always had cookies in his magical pocket.

      “What, no cookie for me?” Billie dropped her chin to glare at Yuri.

      “I left one for you at the gym. Jamie and Dick are waiting to give you a trial membership. You work out on machines, and Jamie will give you a cookie.” Yuri grinned and winked at me.

      “Why do I have to work out when you just give a cookie to Twiz?” Billie crossed her arms and glared at the thick wereshark.

      “Because I hired Dick Gates. He’s not allowed within twenty-five feet of Twizzle. So, she cannot visit the gym.” Yuri grinned and patted the breast of his gray business suit. “I have more of Erin’s cookies, to make sure Twizzle doesn’t stop at the gym and push Dick Gates into a bad situation. She just asks me, and I give her one.”

      “May I have a cookie?” Billie asked, trying her best to shift to warm puppy-dog eyes. I laughed at the gesture.

      “Be careful!” I interjected. “My mother always told her students that if they make expressions they’re not used to, then their face may freeze like that. And the begging puppy gaze sooooo doesn’t fit you.”

      Yuri laughed and pulled another cookie in a paper sleeve from his pocket. He broke it in half, keeping one side, and passing the other in the sleeve to Billie.

      “You better listen to Twizzle. Your face get stuck like that, and everyone will think you’re nice.”

      I chortled at Yuri’s comment. Billie took half the cookie but rolled her eyes.

      “Fine! I’m off to deliver more newspapers! Need to get a stack to the shuttle from the Tiger. Unless Yuri wants to carry them for me?”

      He shook his head. “Have to keep both hands free to pass out cookies.”

      Well, that was half true. As security chief for the Tiger and head bodyguard for Yelena and Aleks, he needed his hands free for his job.

      Billie blew out a breath, then retrieved the other stack of bundled newspapers, and headed past us toward the dock at the end of the pier. Just in time too. I heard the horn from the shuttle as it pulled up to its berth.

      Yuri dropped onto the bench next to me. I recognized the crinkle of his eyes to know he wanted to chat about something. His eyes drifted up to Amanda’s window. She was taking orders from a couple out for some pier walking, based on their exercise attire.

      “Come over here.” I tilted my head toward the side of the pier. No benches nearby and the buskers weren’t out this early. So, it was unpopulated.

      Leaning against the thick blue pipes of the rail, I took a sip of my coffee and raised an eyebrow. “Something going on?”

      Yuri leaned back against the railing, his eyes sweeping the zone around us. Patrons and off-duty staff from the gambling boat were making their way from the dock area back toward shore. Otherwise, we were alone out here.

      Yuri kept his voice just above a whisper. “Audit is very important. We need to get away from Russia.”

      “Away from Russia? Like the entire organization going legit?”

      Yuri shook his head. “No. Not yet. But Aleks’s grandfather wants to cut ties. Go back to his Tavrian roots.”

      “Wait! You mean you’re not really Russian?” I shook my head, trying to clear it.

      “Aleks’s family is Tavrian. Me too.” Yuri shrugged. “New Russian tsar wants weresharks to help with war against our homeland. We not going to do that. So, we out.”

      I raised both eyebrows and resisted the urge to whistle in surprise.

      Yuri glanced around again. “Aleks will tell you. I just give a heads-out for you.”

      “You mean heads-up. An early warning that something is going on.” I turned and watched his face.

      He nodded once, curtly, then straightened and smoothed his jacket. “Must go now. Audit important to show we are successful here. Aleks tell you more later.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      I watched Yuri head toward the docking berth at the end of the pier as I mulled over what he’d told me. The weresharks weren’t all Russian. And those who weren’t didn’t want to help with Russia’s war in Tavria.

      “You look lost in thought,” Mary Pat said, pausing next to me. She had her clipboard in one hand and a Beanzies coffee cup in the other. Steam wafted up through the tiny drinking hole in the plastic lid over the paper cup.

      “Business stuff,” I said with a shrug, knowing she’d probably seen Yuri walk away. What he told me was privileged info. I suspect I was included only because Twist and Associates brokerage was so close to Aleks’s various real estate ventures here in St. Mo.

      “Speaking of business.” She inclined her head toward the far end of the pier. “I’m overseeing the last details of the stage construction for tonight’s show, then coordinating blocking for the various performers. Care to come see the stage before we put up the security fence?”

      I chuckled but nodded. “Got to keep the riffraff from seeing stuff too early.”

      “Hardly riffraff here in St. Maurice. But if everyone sees the rehearsals and blocking sessions, they won’t want to attend tonight. Performers want a full house to perform to, not a sparsely attended one.” She took a sip as we walked. “Oh! A dog! I love dogs.”

      “That’s just Ralph. You’ve seen him many times before.” I shook my head as she increased her pace and headed toward where the corgi and Larry were working to roll out the fabric envelope of the mini-blimp, the SS Ralph.

      “Oh. I know it’s Ralph. But I haven’t gotten to pet a dog all morning. Who’s a good boy!” Mary Pat leaned over and started scratching Ralph right under his white sailor cap, just behind his fluffy ear.

      “Madame! I have work to…. Ahhhhh... yes… there… Ralph sighed and relaxed, but his rear foot started jerking and kicking the deck in time with Mary Pat’s scratches. He was actually Gus Gunderson’s familiar. But Gus was a much better sailor than a warlock. So, he let Ralph hang out with Larry when Gus didn’t need him on the fishing charter.

      “Hi, Mary Pat,” Larry said in what I assumed was an attempt to get her to let his copilot get back to work on spreading out the blimp’s envelope. “We’re just about to inflate the Ralph with faelium. We need everyone to stand back.”

      “Well, I’ll let you get back to work.” She straightened after giving Ralph one last scratch behind his ear. “I look forward to seeing your aerial coverage of the event this evening.”

      “We’ll be here!” Larry said with a big grin. He adjusted something on the tablet he had attached to a mounting arm that cut across the armrest of his power wheelchair. Larry had been touched by faerock a lot more than I had been. Neither of his legs worked well enough for him to walk. But that didn’t stop him from tackling any problem in front of him.

      “Ralph, look alive. Get the faelium hose connected.” Larry tapped the tablet, and a small, pressurized tank slid out from under his power chair.

      “Roger. Connecting faelium hose.” Ralph gently grabbed the metal nozzle in his teeth and dragged the hose from the tank over to a matching coupler in one of the inflatable corgi’s legs.

      “Faelium?” I cocked my head and looked at Larry for an explanation.

      “By-product from faerock mining. Since Earth is running out of helium, the gnome miners are trying to get the gas into major production.”

      Ralph sat on his haunches and tried to salute but had to bend his neck so his head touched his paw, not the other way around. “Hose secure, awaiting pressurization.”

      “Beginning pressurization. Initiate inspection of the envelope.” Larry hit another icon on his tablet, and the hiss of flowing gas filled the air between the subtle crash of waves under us.

      “Roger. Commencing envelope inspection.” Ralph trotted around the twenty-foot-long inflatable reproduction of himself, pausing to sniff each joint as the blimp slowly gained shape.

      “Faelium is great with only one drawback,” Larry said right as Ralph sneezed. Then I did too.

      “Let me guess”—I fished around in my purse for a tissue—“smells like demon farts?”

      “Exactly. Ralph, is that a leak?”

      “Roger. I need a brown patch, size one-point-five.” Ralph sneezed again. I did too. After another wipe to check for leaks on my nose, I cast a perfume cantrip on the tissue. Sweet vanilla barely masked the brimstone smell from the gas.

      Larry tapped more icons on his screen, and a drawer slid out from the lower section of his chair. Ralph trotted over, licked one paw, and tapped it to a patch. He then rubbed the fabric swatch on a gooey substance.

      I tried to repress a chuckle as the corgi hopped three-legged back to the blimp and smacked the patch onto the fabric. He then pressed both paws on his repair and leaned forward. I half-expected his hind legs to rise off the decking of the pier.

      “Yeah, you discovered the problem with faelium,” Larry said and tapped his screen again. “Thirty second count begun.”

      Ralph continued leaning on the patch.

      “You mean it stinks.” Mary Pat used her clipboard to fan the air in front of her. “I’ll leave you to deal with your demonic odors. Twiz, would you keep an eye out for Elias? When he arrives, if I’m not on stage, please bring him around to the dressing area behind the stage?”

      “Roger!” I said and snapped a salute to her, doing my best to imitate my father, the Pixie Air Wing Commander. Unfortunately, that meant I pulled the tissue away from my face, and I caught a big whiff of demonic gas. Another sneeze erupted from me.

      “Need another tissue?” Larry asked, holding one out to me. “I had to add a box to the chair’s storage after the gnomes gave us access to the faelium to test.”

      “If you’re testing it for them, let them know it stinks.” I used the fresh tissue to check my nose for drips. Finding none, I shoved the perfumed one back in place.

      “Oh, they know.” Larry blew out a breath. “I don’t want to look a gift horse in the mouth, so I just fill out the report with each new iteration of the gas they want me to try. The last batch wasn’t light enough to give us any lift, and I had to use my last bottle of helium. We lose too much gas with each fill-up, then more in the deflation process.”

      “Don’t you use a recapture pump?”

      He nodded and pointed to the canister jutting out from his chair. “Time! Ralph. Let’s resume inflation.”

      After poking his tablet to start the hiss of gas again, Larry looked up at me. “Colonel Twist insisted we follow all environmental regs if we want to be air wing support.”

      I nodded. “Dad is a stickler for regs. At least the ones that make sense. And most of them are there because someone tried to cut corners and caused problems.”

      The hiss of gas resumed, and the giant corgi blimp gained three dimensions. Ralph trotted around his larger form, sniffing every seam and joint in the fabric.

      The wind shifted slightly, and I lowered the tissue. Better, but not great.

      “Hey, Twiz. Did Ralph fart?”

      “Hey, Finn,” I said with a laugh. He was a merfolk friend of Amanda’s and stopped by the coffee shop occasionally. “What brings you out to the pier?”

      “Just got off shift. Figured I’d go bug my favorite barista. Her coffee is soooo much better than what employees on the Tiger get.” He waved a hand in front of his face. “Please tell me that smell isn’t from Ralph.”

      “Well, not the little Ralph,” I said with a chuckle. “Go get your coffee before the next rush hits.”

      By now the blimp was half filled. Ralph kept sniffing, and Larry kept tapping the pad, which made the hiss of gas louder or softer.

      “Have to adjust the pressure flow rate as the fabric shifts and gains shape.” Larry kept his eyes on the blimp. I took a moment to look around and spotted Elias Criq walking with two others toward our end of the pier.

      “Gotta run,” I told Larry. “You two stay out of trouble while I’m not here to watch you.”

      “Well… without you here to guide us, Special Wing Commander, we’ll do our best!”

      “Ugh! Why did dad ever hang that award up in Air Wing Headquarters! I don’t like the pixie air wing saluting me every time they are in uniform and we cross flight paths.”

      “Because you earned it,” Larry said with a chuckle, then saluted. “We’ll continue our duties, Special Wing Commander.”

      I kept the tissue to my nose for a few steps but dropped it before reaching Cricket and his friend.

      “Twiz! Please tell me that odor doesn’t mean we’ve had a demon here.” Elias Criq, Curator of antiquities for the town, wererat, and leader of Cricket’s Delights, our headlining entertainment tonight, had his nose wrinkled.

      “Good thing we’ve only got one shifter in the troupe,” one of his friends said. His green eyes swept up and down me with the sense that I was getting my wardrobe catalogued by a top fashion designer. “Whatever it is, I’m glad I can’t smell it.”

      “Probably smells like Vivienne,” the other said. “She uses so much fragrance that she can be smelled from a state away.”

      “Girls…” Cricket said, his voice picking up a low growl before smiling at me. “Allow me to introduce two of the Delights. This is Benjamin Bijou, or Bebe, once on stage.”

      “Please, just Benny unless I’m in costume,” the first speaker said with a broad smile on his thin face.

      “Bijou? As in Bijou Couture?” I cocked my head, trying to remember what the designer of that fashion line looked like. The head designer was almost never seen in public and always with their collars high and hat low to hide
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5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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