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PRAISE FOR THE CIRCUS OF UNUSUAL CREATURES SERIES




BEAST OR FAMINE (Book 4)






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

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

	"...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 HOARD IT ALL BEFORE







Benny - A behemoth who enjoys a good scrub

Boris - A brownie who does things by the book

Charlie - A chimera you won’t see much of

Conrad - A centaur who likes to gossip, husband of Flora

Cordelia Quinn - A human who likes to curse

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

Ely Zinzendorf (aka "Zin") - A satyr who owns the Circus of Unusual Creatures

Fergus - A chain-smoking unicorn just looking for a good lap

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

Gladys - A human who gets around, wife of Porter

Gregg - A gremlin who wants a kitten

Helga - A brownie who has a crush

Humphrey - A bogart who makes a mess

Molly - A miniature centaur who’s a real ham

Pepper - A cyclops with a penchant for gourmet cooking

Porter Kohl - A human who handles dragons, husband of Gladys

Reinhart - A number-crunching dwarf who talks to himself




OTHER PLAYERS

Judge Judge Javert - A human with a perfect name for his profession

The Kailin - A unicorn that can get stabby if you don’t behave

Damian Ratcher - A human who’s buying up circuses
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PROLOGUE







It was a dark and stormy night.




CORDELIA: Wait, no. You can’t start a book like that.

DUNCAN: Why not?

CORDELIA: Because it’s just not done.

DUNCAN: Even if it was dark and stormy?

CORDELIA: Especially if it was dark and stormy. Besides, you told me you were starting this book on that one morning. It wasn’t dark and stormy then. It was bright and sunny. 

DUNCAN: True, but that’s not very dramatic, is it?

CORDELIA: Look, dramatic or not, I think you should jump right into the story. People aren’t going to want to read our banter.

DUNCAN: But that’s what we do. We banter.

CORDELIA: Well, we didn’t use to. And readers won’t understand that if you don’t get this story started.

DUNCAN: Oh, yes, right. Okay, here we go…




It was a bright and sunny morning. But there would eventually be a night when it was dark and stormy— 

Cordelia? Cordelia, why are you walking away?










1 - SCALY FISHES




I LOVE IT when humans curse. There’s just something terribly charming about how they seem to imagine themselves spewing fire with their words. They remind me of baby dragons whose fireboxes haven’t developed yet. And, as I dotted a napkin over my chin to clean up a few misplaced bits of my morning omelet, Cordelia Quinn was doing a spot-on baby dragon impersonation.

"Duncan, you’re wanted in the Tent—" Following my gaze, the smoldering cigarette nearly fell from Fergus’s lips. "Well, hello. Who’s the new meat?"

I didn’t reply, and for a moment we both watched Cordelia do her new job. 

Or, try to.

Wielding a push broom nearly as tall as herself, she stabbed it into the mop bucket beside her. She then jerked it out, the bristles flinging soapy water everywhere as she hurriedly scrubbed away at Benny’s flank. The instant she finished that spot, the beast rolled over, coating his sparkling clean hind end in a fresh layer of mud.

I grinned as foul words I’d never known existed erupted from Cordelia’s mouth.

"Zin seriously assigned her to Benny? She’s too small," said Fergus as he spit out his cigarette butt and crushed it under his hoof. "Then again, if Benny rolls over on her, I could come to her rescue. Bet a firecracker like that would be pretty darn enthusiastic with her appreciation, if you know what I mean."

"Fergus, please. That is entirely disrespectful."

"I’m just saying I wouldn’t mind resting my head in that lap for a spell."

"Do you have to be such a horny rogue?"

"Well, I am a unicorn." He shifted his eyes up and center as if I might have missed the silvery twist of horn in the middle of his head. "So what did she do to get stuck on behemoth duty?"

"Showed up on the wrong day."

"Man, every day’s the wrong day for behemoth duty. The stink of them." 

Says the animal whose chain smoking has left him perpetually smelling like an overflowing ashtray. But he’s right. Behemoths reek. They can’t help it. 

The thing with behemoths is that they’re really big. Yes, I know, genius statement, but we’re talking about big in a way that would make a walrus look like a half-starved kitten.

That said, for their size, behemoths are one of the sweetest-tempered beasts in any troupe. They cause no trouble and are perfectly content to hang out in their wallow and, well, wallow.

Problem is, their size also means behemoths have trouble executing the twists and turns to clean themselves properly. Take this lack of flexibility, mix in Benny spending his days and nights sprawled out in a mud pit, combined with his steady diet of this strange, green goop Flora brews up for him, and you’ve got a recipe for a beast with smelly, mucky sludge flowing around, in, and out of him on a regular basis.

To prevent the paying customers from gagging on their popcorn, a behemoth handler’s main, okay, only job is to scrub clean every last bit of their charges and keep them smelling fresh. 

Work as a behemoth handler — or "Mop" as some people call them — is a never-ending chore that requires a strong stomach and quick work with the push broom-slash-scrub brush. For being the lowest of the low positions in a circus, it’s not a job for the faint of heart.

And Cordelia was proving not to be faint of heart.

"Turn over," she grunted as she made the hand motion that should have told Benny to shift his weight to the left, which would then allow gravity to do the work of tipping him onto his side.

She was doing all the right things. The trouble was, Benny and I had had more than a few buckets of merlot the night before, so on this particular morning he likely would have preferred a lie-in and a few aspirin to a bath.

"Hey man, gimme a light." Displaying a trick that never failed to impress, Fergus flicked his head. The cigarette that had been lodged behind his ear flipped up and he caught it in his teeth. 

"You know I can’t," I muttered.

Fergus made a scoffing sound. "We all know it’s more won’t than can’t. C’mon, just a little cough, just a tiny flame for your old pal." I gave a firm shake of my head and refused to meet his eye. "Fine. I hope you know this isn’t easy without hands. Where’s a centaur when you need one?" 

I ignored him, and soon there came a scratch and a hiss. From the corner of my eye, I caught the flare of a burning match. I cringed at the sight of it, and my nostrils trembled at the scent of sulfur. But just then, Cordelia swore again and a snorting laugh burst from my snout. Her head whipped around and I hastily diverted my attention to folding my napkin and placing it tidily on my empty plate. She turned her back to me and set to scrubbing again, cursing with every stroke of the brush.

The cloying stink of tobacco smoke filled the air around me. Before I could tell Fergus where he could stick his nickel-a-pack cigarettes and his comments, Ely Zinzendorf, known to most everyone as Zin, emerged from the Tent — what you’d probably call the Big Top. 

His gaze went straight to the table I always ate at. At the sight of me, his face tightened like it did whenever I was late for practice, and he began marching straight across the expanse of dusty ground from the Tent to the Cantina.

Between which stood Benny’s enclosure. 

Zin should have hustled his cloven-hoofed feet a bit faster. If he had, Cordelia might have been too engrossed in trying to get Benny to turn over to bother him. But Zin marched by just as she was taking a breather after having managed to wedge the massive beast into a new position. 

Cordelia threw down her push broom and rushed over to Zin, blocking his path. He rolled his orange-brown eyes and even his horns seemed to give a weary sigh.

"Mr. Zinzendorf, come on, you can’t really mean to stick me on this job. It was just a test, right? To see if I was serious about working here?" 

Even by human measurements, Cordelia Quinn was small. She wore a pale blue, button-down shirt and men’s trousers, both of which were two sizes too big for her. Standing next to Zin, she barely came to his chest. Although satyrs from Zin’s line do tend to run tall.

"I didn’t stick you on this job, Ms. Quinn. You could have left and sought employment elsewhere. But you chose to remain. Tending to Benny is the only job open, so if you’re going to complain about it—"

"Look," she said firmly, her elbows jutting out as she slapped her hands onto her hips, "I travelled a long way to meet up with this circus and I’m more than qualified. You’d be crazy not to take me on as Brutus’s handler."

"Ooh, she wants you," Fergus said, nudging me. "Can I have her when you’re done? I’m not picky."

"So I’ve heard. Unfortunately."

By the way, Brutus is only my stage name. Brutus Fangwrath, Deadliest Dragon in the West, to be exact. Much more dramatic than Duncan, don’t you think?

Zin mocked Cordelia by standing with his goatish feet determinedly wide and his hands resting on his furry hips.

"Like I told you yesterday: He’s got a handler and since Porter’s one of the best in the region, I’ve got no plans to fire him. So if you really want to work for me, you’ll have to take what you can get."

"But I—"

"No." Zin tick-tocked his index finger at her admonishingly. "I wasn’t the one who told you to show up at my gates the very minute we got those gates set up. I wasn’t the one who told you to strut right past the no-entry signs. I wasn’t the one who demanded I give you a job." Zin paused, knitting his heavy brow over this strange turn of phrase. "Anyway, you did all that on your own. You wanted a job. I gave you one. And you’re already making me regret that decision. You even got references? Experience?"

"Weren’t you listening yesterday? I’ve got plenty of dragon experience. I spent the past three years handling over at Costello’s show."

At this, Zin stared down at her with new appreciation. His pointed ears twitched forward with interest. "Costello’s, you say? And before that?"

Cordelia let out an exasperated sigh. "I’ve been working shows more than half my life. I’m an experienced handler. You can’t waste me on this." She gestured toward Benny, who drooped his head at her dismissive tone. 

Cordelia caught the behemoth’s pitiful expression. In complete contrast to her fiery attitude toward Zin, she squatted down next to Benny, putting her at eye level with his sprawling bulk. She then patted him and whispered something to him. When she stood back up, Benny had on the broad smile he wore at the end of a day when visitors had been especially generous with the marshmallows. 

It’s a big thrill for guests to feed Benny those puffy sweet treats. Trouble is, Benny has a sensitivity to them that only makes his digestive issues worse. But with visitors paying three cents a bag for a penny’s worth of marshmallows, it’s hard for Zin to resist an easy profit like that. 

Especially since he’s not the one stuck doing the clean up.

"Let me handle Brutus," Cordelia pleaded. "Just for one performance. Just to show you what I can do. Or, I don’t know, let me assist this Porter person."

 Zin sneered. "You call yourself an experienced handler? If you knew anything about dragons, as you claim you do, you’d know they only respond to one handler. Unlike certain people, dragons are loyal," he said meaningfully. "They don’t go flitting off to new prospects on a whim." That’s mostly because circus owners clip our wings. Not that we can’t walk, but it’s not the most efficient mode of escape. "So, unless Porter retires, quits, or his wife finally kills him, there’s no handling jobs available here except for Benny."

"But a Mop? Really? That’s rookie stuff."

"If you want to work here, it’s either being a Mop or putting on a skimpy costume and joining an act." Cordelia wrinkled her sharply pointed nose at this. Zin leaned in close, a challenging glint in his eyes. "If neither of those options appeals to you, why not go back to Costello’s? You claim you were a handler there. If that’s the job you want so badly, then why did you leave?"

Cordelia bit her lower lip and looked away from Zin’s gaze. "Because I want to handle Brutus," she finally said in a quiet voice. "It’s what I’ve been working toward with all these other circuses."

She said this with such sincerity that even Zin’s normally gruff demeanor softened. His face wore an expression of such admiration that, for a moment, I thought he might indeed fire Porter in exchange for this feisty, passionate little human. Then Zin raised his shaggy eyebrows, and a smirk crept across his lips.

"Well, my dear, if wishes were fishes we’d all be scaly."

Confusion dug a furrow between Cordelia’s auburn eyebrows.

"What does that even mean?" she asked at the exact moment I whispered the same question under my own breath.

"It means you asked for a handling job and now you have a handling job." Zin tilted his chin in the direction of Benny’s wallow to drive home his point.

"You’re telling me that my experience counts for nothing?"

"No, it most certainly does." Zin gave her a taunting grin. "After all, behemoths require a special touch. Now, back to it, this circus opens tomorrow and we can’t have the paying public put off by a stinking behemoth."

Cordelia looked about to argue. Instead, she turned on her heel, snatched up her broom again, and Benny purred under the force of her scrubbing.

Zin, smugly pleased at having won an argument at such an early hour of the day, resumed his march toward me and Fergus.

Still five paces from us, Zin’s broad nose crinkled with disgust.

"Fergus, put out that damn coffin nail. You know no one likes a stinking unicorn. You’re supposed to be magically pure, not a chain-smoking Lothario."

"Zin, I ain’t been pure since I was a foal. Why do you think I work for you?" Fergus sucked harder on his cigarette, trying to get as much out of it as possible before Zin snatched it from his lips and crushed it into the ground. "I was just admiring your new hire. Nice choice. Very nice."

"Fergus," Zin snapped. "Cold shower with plenty of fruity soaps. Duncan, you’re late for practice, and it better not be because of another hangover."

"No," I said, pointing to my empty plate, "because of an omelet."

"The Tent," Zin seethed. "Now."

I shifted my folded napkin so it was squarely centered on my plate, then stood. It was time to start another day at Zinzendorf’s Circus of Unusual Creatures.










2 - THE LAYOUT




OKAY, I’LL ADMIT, I was indeed hungover. Benny and I had consumed more than our fair share of wine the previous night, as was our tradition whenever we pulled into a new town. But I hadn’t lied to Zin since the hangover wasn’t the reason for me being late. 

After all, even if you do manage to pull your scaly eyelids open on time, you just can’t rush a good omelet. Especially not when Pepper gets her hands on fresh quail eggs.

Honestly, given Zin’s frugal budget and slim margins, I don’t know how Pepper obtains the delicacies she serves us. And I don’t dare ask what underworld connections she might have. You learn early on in this trade that you don’t go digging into a cyclops’s business.

Still, the hangover and the omelet had left me parched, so before making my way to the Tent, I stopped by the water trough at the edge of the Cantina and did my best to undo the damage caused by the drinking game Benny and I had invented. You don’t want to know the details, but suffice it to say, the game involved throwing back a bucket of wine every time Benny’s digestive system made a noise. And Benny’s inner workings are very talkative. 

From where I stood gulping up as much water as is reptilian-ly (shut up, Cordelia, it is too a word) possible, I faced the circus’s main tent with its frayed green flags emblazoned with big gold Zs flapping in the breeze. 

For this run, we’d set up on the outskirts of Sherwood and were scheduled to be there for six days. A short stay for us, since runs normally last a full week to ten days, but sometimes that’s just how the calendar crumbles.

Still, the set up for Zin’s circus was nearly the same whether we were in Portland, Sherwood, Salem, or Scappoose. Beyond the Tent, and mostly out of public view, are the crew’s sleeping and living quarters. These are caravans that range from large to small, depending on the size of the creatures within. 

Caravans can be tidy and spare like Reinhart’s, or a ramshackle disaster zone like Zin’s. They can be as homey as Flora and Conrad’s humble abode; as fanciful as Molly’s gaudy space that was mostly taken up with cosmetic cases, feather headdresses, and glittery doodads; or as cramped as Boris’s, which he shares with seven or eight other brownies — by their own choice, mind you, if they could squeeze themselves into an apple box, they’d be perfectly content. 




CORDELIA: Duncan, the readers haven’t met any of these people except for Zin. You’re going to confuse them.

DUNCAN: They’ll meet them soon enough. Besides, you’re the one who told me I should explain the layout of the place. 

CORDELIA: Since when do you listen to me?

DUNCAN: You just want me to jump to your heroic part in the bogart-brownie battle.

CORDELIA: Well, maybe.

DUNCAN: I knew it.




Beyond the caravans, which were arranged in a series of semi-circles, were the trailers that held all the equipment that goes into a circus, as well as our refuse station, and the Cells — a single dilapidated caravan where Zin could toss any miscreants. 

As for the main grounds of the circus, the open area in front of the Tent features displays such as the history of Zin’s circus and Benny’s wallow. Extending in a line to the left are a few smaller tents that house attractions such as the pixies’ magic act and Gladys’s fortune telling booth. To the opposite side you’ll find Eisenberg’s Entertainment Alley with its games of chance, some stands selling trinkets, and a few other amusements, including a circular corral with Shetland centaurs (or mini-taurs, as they’re more commonly known) for the kiddies to ride. 

When the circus grounds are open for business, the Cantina — located not far from the entrance gates — serves as the concession stand. This is where Pepper, much to the chagrin of her gourmand instincts, offers up what the people desire: cheese-coated chips, fried things on sticks, and fizzy drinks with enough sugar to make your dentist shudder. 

Surrounding all this is a barrier that, thanks to him having inherited a little magic from a distant elvish ancestor, Zin charms to keep the non-paying customers out and the animal acts in. The only access point is the front gate where Reinhart — a dwarf who manages the day-to-day operations of the circus — mans the ticket booth with an eagle eye.

Having emptied the entire trough, I set a hose inside to refill it, then turned toward the Tent where my handler, Porter Kohl, made a scooping wave with his arm, signaling me to get a move on. I nodded, switched off the hose, and followed his beckoning gesture toward the Tent’s striped canvas for my morning practice session.

Now, I can guess what you’re thinking: Duncan, you seem pretty tame. I mean, you’re writing a book, after all. Why in the world do you need a handler?

And if you weren’t thinking that, well, um, sorry for being presumptuous. But I bet you’re thinking it now.

See, while some dragons can be raging monsters who most definitely do need a firm hand to keep them in line, the majority of dragons can be as lazy as Benny if we’re left to our own devices. We don’t want to perform tricks, steal maidens, or battle knights who have a weird need to prove themselves by murdering a clumsy reptile. 

This doesn’t mean we’re not active. We spend our youth dashing to and fro, accumulating our treasure hoard, and chasing after any lead that might help us add to our stash. But once we reach an age of about sixty, our main reason for being is to lounge around guarding our goodies. By then, we’re ready to enjoy the easy life. A good lie-down on our piles of precious metals and sparkly things is all we really crave. Well, that and, in my case, a good omelet. 

Basically, we need a handler to motivate us to get us off our lethargic hindquarters. Because get the right handler on a dragon’s side, and we are the biggest showoffs you’ve ever seen. Just as we yearned for that treasure in our youth, we become addicts for an audience’s applause and cheers as we preen, pose, perform stunts, and do all manner of silly things that would make my ancestors wish they’d never laid eggs. 

And if we get the wrong handler? Well, I’ve had my share of them. And the scars to prove it. 

With a bad handler, your life is full of abuse, shouting, and then more shouting when you give a bad performance because you want nothing more than to eat the bastard who’s swinging a dragon hook at you. Thanks to the treatment of some nasty handlers, my stage name isn’t just a bunch of marketing fluff. I really am the deadliest dragon in the West, if not the world.

But let’s leave that for another tale.

Porter, thankfully, was the right kind of handler. 

In addition to the whole "deadliest" thing, I’m also one of the largest dragons in captivity. When I want to be. I’m normally about the size of a Clydesdale horse, but I’m from a species of dragon who can increase their size. For my act, I make myself as tall as a giraffe with the bulk of a gorilla and (supposedly) the ferocity of a grumpy lion. 

Even if I did nothing, some people might come to Zin’s merely to witness my combination of size and potential danger. But what was keeping Zin’s circus on its feet, what made his one of the most popular shows in the region, was me and Porter putting on a show like no other.

Of course, to make sure that show ran smoothly when the gates opened the next day, I needed to get my scaly butt inside the Tent’s flaps and get to some training.










3 - AND IN THIS RING...




ONCE MY EYES adjusted to the low-lit interior, I saw Porter chatting with a centaur named Flora. As I headed toward them, she was handing my handler a jar filled with a paste that didn’t seem sure if it wanted to be green or brown.

"You need to apply it every morning and evening," Flora told him. "I should also mix up some lavender and rosemary oils to cleanse your caravan. You could be harboring bad spirits in there."

"That would explain Gladys’s frequent desire to kill me," Porter said with a cheeky wink.

"She wants to kill everyone who crosses her," said Flora. "The negativity in her aura is a shame. Has she been taking the chamomile?"

By then, I had joined them.

"Ready, Duncan? Well, come on." He held up the jar as if toasting with it. "My knees thank you for this, Flora." 

"Remind Gladys about the chamomile. Her aura will appreciate it."

With barely a tap of the hook on my flank, I followed after Porter to the center ring of the Tent like a loyal puppy.

The hook is a horrible tool. It’s a length of iron rod about a meter long with a sharpened, sometimes barbed, hook at the end. Held with the hooked end flat, it can used for beating a dragon. Held with the business end in the hooky position, it’s used to snap a dragon to attention by raking it across or digging it into our hides. 

The idea is to use pain to get a dragon to behave as the handler wishes. Which does work in some cases. I’ve seen once-bold dragons tremble in fear of the hook. In other cases, the pain only makes the dragon more ornery and tougher to control. That’s what most handlers think this game is about: control. But some handlers, the good ones, know the best way to get us to do what they want is to be our friend and cajole us with kindness to do what we love best: showing off.

Of course, bribing us with wine and beer and our favorite snacks doesn’t hurt either.

Porter used his hook more as a guide, correcting my stance by touching it to a limb that was a little off its mark, or by giving me a gentle tap to tell me to get a move on. 

I didn’t need Porter to tap me. I could hear his commands well enough, but because we dragons refuse to speak to them, most humans think we can’t understand their words. 

But we do understand. Obviously, otherwise how would I be writing this to you? 

Still, I didn’t mind Porter using the hook. A tap from him was more like a friend clapping you encouragingly on the shoulder, and unlike any handler I’ve ever worked with, Porter wrapped thick woolen cloth around the nasty end of his hook, making it look more like an oversized cotton swab than a fear-inducing weapon. 

The center ring provided an excellent view of the Tent — acts, workers, the audience, everything except what was behind me. As was always the case when we’d just shown up to a new spot, the crew of gremlins were still making adjustments to some of the equipment. 

On this day, they were working on the rigging for the seating. And they were having to do so under the watchful eye of Boris, who — having likely just gone over the area — looked ready to scold any gremlin who dared to drop even the tiniest mote of dust on his freshly polished benches. 




CORDELIA: Again, Duncan, you’re name dropping like readers are just supposed to know about these people. Not everyone lives the circus life. They probably don’t know a thing about our world.

DUNCAN: Nothing? Weird. So, Boris is a brownie. And no, I don’t understand why they’re called that since they usually have pale skin. Although some do have brown hair.

CORDELIA: Duncan. Tangent. Get off it.

DUNCAN: Right. At Zin’s, Boris is the lead brownie. Brownies work as a circus’s cleaning crew. It’s very important you don’t anger a brownie or forget to pay them their extra allotment of cream, because they will turn on you and make a mess of things. Which I suppose you could just clean up yourself instead of expecting someone else do it for you. 

Yes, yes, Cordelia, I know, tangent. 

Anyway, Zin’s also has a small team of gremlins, headed up by Gregg, who work as our technical and maintenance crew. Need new lighting? Call a gremlin. Broken caravan axle? Call a gremlin. Need some trickery done with the power…

CORDELIA: Not yet, Duncan.

DUNCAN: Oh, right. Got ahead of myself there. Back to the story?

CORDELIA: Definitely.




 The center ring not only was a perfect vantage point, it was also the largest of the three rings where performances and practices took place. Above the ring to my left, the Flying Flynns had already started practicing their high-wire and trapeze act. This bit of derring-do impresses the audience to no end. 

The Flying Flynns are a breed of shape-shifting elves who pass a good deal of their leisure time in squirrel form. Their act, however, is done in their human form. But since the Flynns spend so much time flitting from tree branch to tree branch as squirrels, the high-wire act is little more than playtime for them. They hardly needed practice, and sometimes I think the Flying Flynns showed up early and trained well into the afternoon for the sheer fun of it. 

Unlike the centaurs in the ring to my right, who despised certain aspects of their training sessions.

It’s a well-known fact across the region that centaurs do not like to be ridden. I mean, how would you like it if someone jumped on your back and told you to "Giddee up"? Wait, sorry, don’t answer that. I know you humans can be odd.

Regardless of your own personal tastes between consenting adults, centaurs do not like a human on their back. However, they do like the gourmet oatmeal cookies provided by Pepper, who was under strict instructions from Zin not to provide the centaurs these fiber-filled treats unless they went along with the acts as planned. 

Which is why the miniature Shetland centaurs tolerate giving children rides, and why the full-size centaurs withstand galloping around wearing silly feather headdresses and ribbons in their tails while human females dressed in skimpy, sparkly outfits stand on their backs. To tell you the truth, I think the centaurs like the headdresses and feathers, but don’t tell Conrad I said that.

And before Cordelia gets on my case, Conrad is a centaur and he’s married to Flora.

In the center ring, Porter put me through my paces as a warmup. This mostly involved jogging in circles as he cracked a whip. The whip was far too short to ever touch me, but it did sound really impressive to the audience. 

Once properly warmed up, I expanded to my show size, then Porter coaxed me to stand on a platform that was only about as wide as your average-sized human foot. It was a challenge of balance and was a great core workout. My wings flapped as I nearly toppled over a couple times, but once on the platform, the idea was for me to stand to my full height, spread my wings, then curl them forward like a hawk while fixing a menacing stare on Porter.

"That’s it, Duncan. You’ve got it," he encouraged as my wings came around. This was the tricky bit as it threw off my center of balance. I concentrated as the leg I stood on shook with the effort. I curled my wings into position. Now it was time for the stare. 

Porter tilted his head to one side as if appraising me. 

"That’s hardly menacing, old boy," 

If I did speak to humans, this was one thing I would tell Porter to stop calling me. I’m not old and I wanted to let him know that seventy-five wasn’t even middle-aged for a dragon. 

But dragons don’t speak to humans. It’s just better that way.




CORDELIA: You going to explain that? It’s kind of vague.

DUNCAN: Not yet. I’m building curiosity. Adding questions in the readers’ minds. It’s a writer thing.

CORDELIA: Oh, that’s clever.

DUNCAN: I thought you read all those books on novel writing.

CORDELIA: Well, I started a bunch of them, then mostly just skimmed them.

DUNCAN: Which is why we aren’t co-writing this book.




I was just getting my menace on when shouting came from outside. Then the sound of a hard punch landing somewhere soft. The Flying Flynns didn’t pause for a moment in their mid-air leaps and twirls, but I hopped off my platform, pulled myself down to my smaller size, and waddled after Porter as he and the centaurs ran out of the Tent to see what was happening.

And, no, I don’t waddle because I’m overweight. It’s just that I’m a reptile and we don’t exactly have the skeletal structure for graceful running.








4 - THE BOGART BATTLE


ONCE OUTSIDE, WE discovered two small creatures who were apparently trying to tear one another’s limbs off. I recognized one as Boris. The other was unfamiliar but had — when I could catch sight of him amongst all the tussling — the snarled face of a bogart. 

It’s not as if bogarts ever look pleasant to my eyes, but this one’s face was particularly ugly since it appeared to have received more than a couple whacks from the broomstick Boris was wielding. Boris, on the other hand, had an ear that had lost its pointed tip and was bleeding all over his crisp white shirt. Well, it used to be white.

No one dared step in. They’re typically docile, domestic creatures, but once a brownie picks a fight, he or she becomes a force of nature that’s liable to rip a foe’s arm off, then use it as a weapon against them. 

I slipped away from Porter and sidled over to Helga, one of Boris’s brownie crew. She was cheering on her boss, but I didn’t miss her casting an appreciative eye over his opponent.

"What’s happened?"

"Well, there’s been a lot of screaming, so it’s a little tough to tell. Oh good one, Boris," she shouted as Boris hit the bogart in the back of the knees, knocking him to the ground. "But from what I can gather, the bogart— He’s kind of dreamy, isn’t he?"

I couldn’t tell a dreamy bogart from a nightmarish gremlin, so I just grunted in a way I hoped sounded agreeable.

"Yeah, so the bogart came in and made a mess of the ticket booth and the areas around the caravans that Boris had just had us clean. But you can’t blame him, can you?" I wasn’t sure which ‘him’ she meant, so I stayed silent. "I mean, it’s in their nature to go making a mess. Probably just a poor lost soul."

It’s true. Bogarts came in like hurricanes and would wreak havoc on the cleanest spots they could find. It’s one reason we were always careful to do a full bogart inspection of all the circus’s belongings when we arrived to a new town and when we packed up at the end of a run. Somehow, this one had missed inspection when we arrived the previous day.

The bogart was up again and charging toward Boris. 

"Nice move!" Helga bounced and applauded with glee when Boris stepped aside, swept out a stubby leg, and caught the bogart by the ankle, dropping him once again to the ground. Boris then leapt on his enemy and started punching his face with a vicious ferocity. 

"Boris, you’re going to kill him," Porter shouted.

"We should all live in peace," said Flora. The lead female centaur was quite spiritual. Annoyingly spiritual. But the incense she burnt when she "cleansed" a new location did smell nice.

Someone had just called for Zin, when from the direction of Benny’s mud wallow came the tiny, red-haired whirlwind also known as Cordelia Quinn. Without a second thought as to how impossible it was to get a limb replacement, she jumped into the fray and pulled Boris off the bogart. Boris swung out a few times, but being only a few feet tall, his reach wasn’t exactly prize fighter distance.

"Let me at him," Boris shrieked as he writhed under Cordelia’s impressively strong grip. 

"No," Cordelia said, "look at him. I think he’s learned whatever lesson you were trying to teach him. Unless you were trying to teach him not to bleed all over the place."

By now, Zin had joined the crowd. He pushed through to the front of the sidelines, but stopped abruptly when he saw what was going on.

"Can you calm yourself?" Cordelia asked Boris. "Or do I have to do it for you?" 

She said this while holding up her free hand and making a pinching gesture with her index finger and thumb. 

See, if you pinch a brownie’s ears in just the right spot, it puts them into a trance state. Like scruffing a kitten, the ear pinch calms them instantly and you can make them do almost anything in that state. Needless to say, they absolutely hate having this done to them.

"No," Boris said, angling his head away from Cordelia’s fingers. "Just let me go."

The bogart had sat up, but he swayed woozily. Cordelia released Boris, who glanced at his shirt and cried out in horror at the state of it. "I cannot be seen like this. The Brownie Handbook of Cleanliness and Composure states that someone in my position is required to maintain a certain level of pride in his appearance. I cannot go against the Handbook. I have to go change immediately."

Boris tried to hurry off, but Cordelia blocked him and made the pinching motion again. "You’ll wait right there," she said, then squatted down next to the bogart. "Anything broken?"

"Them get good hit in," the creature said, almost admiringly. "Few teeth gone, nose don’t feel right, but been worse."

"Both of you apologize to the other."

Boris looked off into the distance as if the horizon might save him from such an indignity as speaking to a bogart. The bogart, while stealing darting glances at Boris, had crossed his stick-thin arms over his chest.

"Do it now, Boris," Cordelia commanded, "or I will write to the authors of that handbook and tell them you attacked someone during working hours. And you," she said to the bogart, "should be ashamed of ruining the hard work of your fellow creatures."

Boris scowled and looked vaguely in the direction of the bogart. The bogart tightened his arms and puffed out his scrawny chest. As one, from their lips came the most reluctant, the most unenthusiastic words of apology you’ve ever heard. 

"And shake hands," said Cordelia.

Boris pulled up short, standing rigid with his chin jutting upward. "I will not touch this degenerate. He and those like him are an embarrassment to their species."

A statement which I think even Boris realized was nonsensical since brownies and bogarts are the exact same species.

And before Cordelia raises a stink about me making vague statements, bogarts are simply brownies who don’t have proper employment. 

See, brownies are a little like their close cousins, the dwarves: Both have a compulsive desire to keep busy. They barely sleep because they hate giving up any time during which they could be productive. Which is why they do most of their deep cleaning in the wee hours of the night. 

And I’m not exaggerating about their need to stay occupied being compulsive. If they’re plagued by a sense of boredom for more than twenty-four hours, brownies become destructive. They turn into bogarts. I don’t know why this is, but my best guess is that they’re trying in a misguided fashion to create work for themselves to tidy up. 

Also, just in case you were thinking of bringing a brownie onto your household cleaning staff, even brownies who are employed and kept busy will revert to this bogart-like behavior if they aren’t rewarded with proper pay, heavy whipping cream, and fresh cookies. Preferably gingersnaps.

"Really?" asked Cordelia dubiously. "Because you didn’t seem to mind plowing your fists into his face
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