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      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 Millon (Book 3)

      
        
          	
        “The series keeps getting better…”
      

      	
        “…hilariously funny and an unpredictable whodunnit. Highly recommended.”
      

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

      	
        “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!”
      

      

      

      

      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.”
      

      	
        “…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.”
      

      

      

      

      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…”
      

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

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

      	
        “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.”
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        Benny - A behemoth who enjoys a good scrub

        Boris - Brownie crew leader who writes an addendum and likes sleuthing accessories

        Charlie - A chimera you won’t see much of

        Conrad - A centaur who knows a criminal, husband of Flora

        Cordelia Quinn - A human who unwillingly wears skimpy outfits and handles Duncan…barely

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

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

        Fergus - A chain-smoking unicorn, also the Love Guru despite his relationship problems

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

        Gregg - A gremlin in need of a challenge

        Helga - A brownie with a celebrity crush

        Humphrey - A brownie taking bad dating advice

        Molly - A miniature centaur with a great singing voice

        Pepper - A cyclops who loves gourmet cooking and hates oven tamperers

        Shen - A little old dragon who’s remaining flexible

        Tanuki - A shifter with a penchant for tea kettles

      

      

      

      
        
        Some Other Players

      

      

      
        
        Anubis - Coroner for the town of Chesterwood

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

        Gloria - A sculptor trying to make ends meet while avoiding eye contact

        Kawa - An energetic otter lady who enjoys trickery

        The Kailin - A unicorn that can get stabby when wronged

        Merv - A griffin, security guard for Mr McCleary

        Prince Swan - Owner of Swan’s Spectacular who’s attempting to teach Zin how to bargain

        The Robber - A dashing rogue

        Rochester McCleary - A goblin crime boss with a secret passion

        Ryu - A postman who is not quite a dragon

        Viola - A lovely dragon who writes letters and bakes pixie pepper cookies
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            PROLOGUE - SIZE MATTERS

          

        

      

    

    
      “You’re leaving me?” I said in a voice a bit whinier than you’d expect from The Most Dangerous Dragon in the West. “But I thought you liked me?”

      “It’s really for the best. Believe me when I say it’s not you, it’s me.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest, thrust up my chin, and, well, completely ruined my display of indignant disapproval by pouting my lower lip.

      “I know you’re doing this because he has a bigger—” I began.

      “Of course it is. I mean, what dragon wouldn’t want to be with someone who has a bigger⁠—”

      “That’s so unfair! I didn’t choose to have this small one. It’s just what I was given.”

      “And it’s a perfect size. Bigger than those of some other dragons I’ve met. It’s just, you know… Look, we’ll both be better off if I go. We’ll make each other miserable if things continue like this, and I’d hate to see that happen. We can still be friends.”

      I slumped into my bed. Well, carefully slumped since I’d just gotten my dorsal spines polished, and I didn’t want to poke holes in my new sheets.

      “I just…” I stopped to swallow back some tough emotions. “Like I said, I thought you liked me.”

      “I do. But I think we could both use some space. Besides, old chap,” said Shen, an elderly dragon who I’d been sharing my caravan with since we’d rescued him from a bad fate, “I’m only going to be next door.”

      “That’s my point. It’s not going to be the same between us if you move into Tanuki’s caravan.”

      “No, it won’t,” said Shen reasonably. “You won’t have to step over me when I do my morning yoga.” A practice he’d recently taken up. “And I won’t wake up every day with an aching back from squeezing into that makeshift bed.” He pointed to the under-the-bed drawer I’d made up for him to sleep in. “Plus, you’ll have more room for Viola’s letters if I’m not occupying your storage area.”

      “I still don’t see why Tanuki gets such a big caravan when I’m still stuck with this tiny thing Zin gave me.”

      In truth, Tanuki’s caravan — which he’d brought with him when Zin recently hired him — was about the same size as mine. But Tanuki’s tiny and I’m a dragon. Sure, in my non-show size, I’m just slightly bigger than a Clydesdale, and my living space is more than adequate for me. But as the star of the show, didn’t I deserve⁠—

      
        
        CONRAD: Sheesh, Duncan. Arrogant much?

        DUNCAN: I’m not saying you centaurs aren’t great performers. I mean, I’d pay to see you. But everyone knows people flock to the circuses to watch the dragons do their thing. Besides, I must be the star.

        CONRAD: How’s that?

        DUNCAN: Because it’s my face on the posters.

        CORDELIA: That is not your face.

        DUNCAN: It is too. It’s just, you know, an artist’s interpretation.

        CONRAD: It’s a snarling, furious beast blasting flames from its mouth. That’s hardly you, Mr Pyrophobia.

        DUNCAN: It could be if I wanted. At least the snarling, furious part.

        CORDELIA: Only if someone took your omelet away from you.

      

      

      Despite how certain I’d been that Shen enjoyed living with me, he was indeed packing up his things to move in with the newest addition to Zin’s Circus of Unusual Creatures: Tanuki, a shape-shifting Japanese fellow whose whole show involved him turning into teapots and other household objects.

      Now, come on, be honest. Wouldn’t you rather live with a stunt-performing dragon than a temporary teapot?

      Of course you’d want to live with the dragon. Any logical person who isn’t allergic to brimstone would. But Shen was being stubbornly illogical. He and Tanuki had decided that Tanuki’s caravan was far too large for one slim-framed shapeshifter and could easily accommodate a petite, elderly dragon.

      “You’re not going to hold a grudge about this, are you, old chap?” Shen asked as he added his yoga mat to his box of belongings.

      I shrugged petulantly.

      “Duncan, I will quite literally be only two feet away. We’ll be such close neighbors you’ll be able to reach out your kitchen window and tap me on the head while I’m sleeping. I’m only giving you your space and your privacy back. You can come over anytime, of course.”

      “Why? So you can show off how well you and Tanuki fit in together?”

      “No, because he has a bigger seating area. And,” he added enticingly, “an omelet pan.”

      “Wait,” I said, sitting up straighter and nearly knocking my head on the vision board I have tacked to the ceiling above my bed. “He has an omelet pan? Can I move in too?”

      “I’m not⁠—”

      Before Shen could finish, Boris ran into my caravan.

      And by that, I mean he ran in through the open front door, not that he charged face first into the side of my home.

      Stooping down, hands on knees, Boris sucked in three gulps of air to catch his breath. He then stood up straight, tossed the blue sequined fedora he’d had in his right hand into the air, and, as it landed on his head (a bit askew since he was still perfecting this trick), he announced, “The Goblin King has been robbed. We have a crime to solve!”

      “No dead bodies?” I asked.

      “No,” Boris replied. My ear tassels drooped. This day was growing more disappointing by the minute. Then, with an excited grin, he added, “Not yet, anyway.”

      Shen glanced at both of us disapprovingly. “You two might consider some mindfulness exercises.”

      “I’m mindfully coming up with a list of suspects,” said Boris, even though, without detecting a single clue, it was already obvious to me who’d done it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            HOW YOU START A STORY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Two days earlier

      

      

      

      “He’s just the dreamiest, don’t you think?” sighed Helga. Seated at the head of one of the Cantina's tables, she was currently the center of attention for a group of her female friends, all of whom were nodding their heads and looking dreamy-eyed at the newspaper in Helga’s hand. “He was in the area where my cousin lived at the same time I was there, and it was so exciting.”

      “You could have been his next victim,” gasped one of Helga’s loyal entourage.

      “I know!” enthused Helga.

      Humphrey groaned. He’d had eyes for the feisty Helga, his co-worker on the brownie cleaning crew, ever since he’d joined Zin’s troupe. Now, her gushing praise for this dreamy fellow had sent his morale plummeting faster than a behemoth off a diving board.

      “I never be able to compete with famous person,” mumbled Humphrey, who, along with his slim frame, had a slim grasp on English grammar.

      “I’ve told you, man. It’s all about the attitude. Have you been doing your homework?” Fergus asked, sounding like a teacher scolding a wayward pupil. Or rather like the Love Guru (which Fergus claimed to be) scolding a client who hadn't been heeding his advice. “You swore to me that while you were on vacation you’d do your confidence affirmations and practice those lines I gave you.”

      Recently, while the rest of the troupe had been attending the Annual Unusual Circus Conference, Boris’s brownie crew had been given time off to travel, visit family, or do whatever it was brownies did for fun besides guzzle dairy products (which are quite intoxicating to them).

      Once the crew had started returning from their vacations, we’d been speculating about whether Humphrey and Helga would resume their— Honestly, I don’t know what you’d call it. Humphrey might be besotted with Helga, and she with him, but one day they’d like each other, the next day they’d be ignoring each other, and the day after that Humphrey would accidentally turn Helga purple. So, let’s just say it was impossible to keep up with where their relationship stood.

      “I do homework,” Humphrey told Fergus. “I practice lines in front of mirror and am feeling very confident that I can pull off Love Guru advice. But Helga always surrounded by entourage. When Helga is alone, she barely notice me. Too busy with newspaper articles.”

      “Trust me, man. That’s just a crush. Tons of ladies, and a few guys, have been wondering how they might win the heart of that mysterious rogue. It’s a passing fad. And if Helga ever did meet The Robber, I’d bet she’d find out he’s an utter bore within ten minutes.”

      Again, it was amazing to me — and to everyone in Zin’s troupe — that Fergus could be so horrible at his own love life, yet be able to give such solid relationship advice in his role as Love Guru. I wondered if it had something to do with the fumes coming off the pink paint he used to decorate his booth.

      “You are thinking so?” Humphrey asked with such hope that⁠—

      
        
        CORDELIA: What is wrong with you?

        DUNCAN: Nothing. Why? What have you heard?

        CORDELIA: I just mean, here you are jumping right into the story by talking about Helga and The Robber, and Humphrey and Helga.

        DUNCAN: Should I be jumping into a different story? I wouldn’t mind taking a stab at some Sherlock Holmes fan fiction.

        CORDELIA: What I’m saying is, you never jump right into the story. You usually start these things off with a rambling description of where we are and what we’ve been up to.

        DUNCAN: Oh right. I just assumed everyone would know.

        CORDELIA: Not everyone will have read Too Claws for Comfort immediately before picking up this one.

        DUNCAN: Well, they really should. Molly’s wig alone is worth reading that one for.

        MOLLY: I couldn’t agree more, darlin’.

      

      

      Okay, since Cordelia is apparently now both my handler and my editor, Zin’s Circus of Unusual Creatures was currently at a town called Chesterwood. We’d arrived a little over a week after we’d left the Annual Unusual Circus Conference, and as our story opens, we’d been settled into our new home for four days. The following day, we’d be launching our double show with Swan’s Spectacular, a top-end circus that was managed by Prince Swan.

      Although a double show will occasionally have all performances taking place under one big top, for this run we had a double list of acts — about half of which would take place in Zin’s worse-for-wear Tent, located on the eastern edge of the grounds; and the other half would take place in Prince’s top-of-the-line big top, located on the western edge of the grounds, with plenty of games, vendors, and snack booths in between.

      I’d nearly burst with excitement when I’d learned about the double show, since I thought it meant I’d be spending several weeks with Viola.

      Just in case you haven’t met Viola yet (which you really should, because she’s amazing), she’s a lovely dragon of the dewidon variety who works for Prince. She’s also very charming and bakes the most wonderful pixie pepper cookies. Not that I need their fiery spice to rouse my firebox when Viola’s nearby.

      Unfortunately, Viola was nowhere to be seen, so my excitement for this double show had completely fizzled out.

      And no, Viola hadn’t become invisible. She’d gone to tend to her father who was suffering from a bad case of Medusa Mumps.

      So, while I had hoped to spend several weeks parked next door to Viola, I was instead over ninety miles away from her. My only consolation was our constant exchange of letters. I kept each and every one, not only for their endearments and news but also because they filled my caravan with Viola’s fruity scent of strawberries.

      While the lack of Viola was the worst part of this run, the best part was being located right in the center of town. Normally, due to the size of the Tent, our collection of caravans, and our piles of equipment, places that invite us to perform tell us to set up in some vast wasteland on the edge of town where there’s plenty of room to sprawl but little to do.

      In Chesterwood, however, an entire square block had been recently demolished for a future project. The project hadn’t begun yet (because that’s the definition of ‘future’) and the cleared-out space was big enough for both Zin’s and Prince’s circuses and all the equipment that went with them.

      So, there we were. In town. With shops. And artisans. And a newly opened branch of my favorite restaurant, Egg-Centricity. This paradise on earth served twenty-four types of omelets, and, as luck would have it, we were scheduled to be in Chesterwood for twenty-four days. If that’s not the dragon gods throwing me a bit of a break to make up for taking Viola away from me right when we’d reached a crucial point in our relationship, I don’t know what is.

      An even better aspect of this town? It was run by Rochester McCleary, the Goblin King. That in itself isn’t so great, since there’s plenty of troubling rumors swirling around about him that I’ll get to soon enough. But the good part about being in a town run by a goblin is that goblins detest humans. So much so that they bar humans from living in any town they manage.

      And I have to say that, after the conference, where the crowds of humans meant I had to remain silent most of the time (per the Dragon Delegation’s No Speaking Rule of 1274), Chesterwood was a huge relief.

      Sure, it was run by a crime boss. Sure, there were loads of shady dealings going on. And sure, Zin had to get a special dispensation for Cordelia to be allowed past the town’s borders. But to have an entire town populated with unusual creatures? To be able to talk and chat and banter and say hello to passersby? It felt like a paradise.

      
        
        CORDELIA: Especially for a dragon who loves the sound of his own voice.

        DUNCAN: I do not— Wait, you’re right. I do.

      

      

      There’s still plenty of people to meet and situations to establish, because obviously we need suspects and victims and more than just me going on about omelets for the next three hundred pages or so, but for now, you get the gist of where we were and what we were up to.

      Which, unfortunately, at that moment, was not sitting at Egg-Centricity waiting for Omelet Number Five, but sitting at the Cantina trying to rally Humphrey, who was in a funk over Helga falling pointy-tipped ears over pointy-tipped toes for The Robber, currently the Pacific Northwest’s most infamous rogue.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            THE GOBLIN KING

          

        

      

    

    
      Unfortunately, our rallying wasn’t doing the trick, and Humphrey soon declared he was going to go console himself with some floor polishing. Not long after, Boris took his place and immediately began scribbling in a notebook.

      “Boris,” said Flora, a centaur who could see things called auras and who made up all kinds of herbal concoctions to soothe the troupe’s aches and pains, “is that the addendum to The Handbook you told me you’re going to submit?”

      This would be The Brownie Handbook of Cleanliness and Composure, aka Boris’s Bible.

      “An addendum?” Zin asked. “Isn’t that thing already four inches thick?”

      “It is exactly four and three-eighths inches thick,” Boris stated.

      “Sorry, man,” said Fergus, “but how many ways can you describe how to do laundry?”

      “After the last addendum, there are now six hundred and forty-two. You must understand that every type of stain and every type of dirt has its subtle nuance.”

      “But why an addendum?” asked Conrad, Flora’s husband.

      “Every year the leader of a brownie crew may submit to The Handbook’s publishers an addendum for consideration. Dozens of submissions are made, but only one is chosen. It is a very high honor. It is also a lot of work on top of organizing the cleaning roster and managing my team. I almost hope there aren’t any murders to investigatify while⁠—”

      “Blasphemy!” I cried. My enthusiasm for sleuthing earned me several scolding looks, so I went back to sipping my bucket of tea.

      “If the workload is too much,” said Flora, “perhaps Humphrey could help you with some of your writing. The poor guy needs something besides dusting and scrubbing to distract him.”

      “Humphrey? Help with a writing project?” Boris asked dubiously. “You have heard his way around the English language, yes?”

      No one quite knew where Humphrey came from. He’d shown up to Zin’s earlier in the show season as a boggart — that’s a brownie who’s gone a bit mad due to a lack of things to clean. We’d tried to learn more about him, but the brief transformation into a rabble-rousing, brawl-seeking miscreant seemed to have wiped any recollection of where he’d worked prior to his ending up on our doorstep.

      Regardless of where he’d come from, Boris had never met a brownie with such a unique approach to verbs, pronouns, and sentence structure. Well, except for Boris himself, who made liberal use of words like “detectivator” and “investigatify.”

      “Still," said Flora after agreeing that Humphrey had a unique way with words, "he needs something to take his mind off Helga, or he’s going to be an absolute mess. Fergus, maybe he could help you with your Love Guru booth. You’re already advising him, so it’d be an easy fit.”

      “You’re advising Humphrey?” Zin asked. “Well, that would certainly explain things between him and Helga.”

      “Zin, there you are,” said a man — a goblin, really — who looked so much like a large toad, I wouldn’t have been surprised to see him springing around and avoiding French chefs. Standing protectively behind our visitor was a griffin, his claws deadly sharp and his impressive wings glinting golden in the morning sun. “You’re set up now? All in order for your Opening Day tomorrow?”

      “Um, yes, sir,” replied Zin with a nervous croak to his voice, even though he's a satyr, not a giant toad. He shot a worried glance at the griffin, who was watching us all with narrowed eyes, as if just waiting for us to try something. “And thank you again for letting us set up here. It’s a great location.”

      And the price couldn’t be beat. Normally, Zin has to pay a small fee or a percentage of our ticket sales to the towns where we perform. But in Chesterwood we’d been granted use of the empty lot for free, which Zin loved, but I didn’t trust. I mean, free parking on a vast piece of prime real estate in the center of a thriving town? A town whose owner/mayor/head goblin is known more for crushing his enemies than for overwhelming strangers with his generosity? It was all suspiciously worrying.

      “No thanks needed, my good man," our visitor said, tugging at the vest he was wearing over his broad, green chest. “It’s my pleasure. Why should I make my citizens trek two miles out of town to see the best entertainment in the area when I’ve got this vacant spot right here for the time being? And I’m only happy when my citizens are happy. Point of pride, I might add.”

      This froggy, green-chested fellow was Rochester McCleary, better known as the Goblin King. He wasn’t really a king, but part of how he got his name was because he lorded over his town like a monarch. The other part? Well, every crime boss needs a good moniker, and it was a well-known secret that McCleary had underground dealings and that anyone who tried to meddle in those dealings was rarely heard from again.

      I wouldn’t exactly say anything McCleary did was illegal, but he had a talent for stretching the boundaries of the law. And anything illegal that did happen in Chesterwood, well, let’s just say the local constabulary weren’t above looking the other way in exchange for a few dollars.

      Zin had known Chesterwood was the territory of Rochester McCleary. After all, the town and many things in it were named for him. But the opportunity to perform in such a popular place filled with wealthy and influential inhabitants was hard to resist. Plus, when the Goblin King invites you to his realm, you do not refuse.

      Maybe I’m making that sound far more dramatic and scarier than it was. Chesterwood was pleasant, featuring plenty of artisan shops and a large public garden with a picturesque lake. So long as we didn’t make any deals that stepped on the Goblin King’s toes, question his business practices, or annoy him in any way, we weren’t in any danger.

      
        
        CORDELIA: Which is to say, we were doomed.

        DUNCAN: Were not.

        CORDELIA: Duncan, the very first day you went to Egg-Centricity, you sat in his favorite seat.

        DUNCAN: But he wasn’t even there.

        CORDELIA: He knows, though. He knows.

        DUNCAN: Are you adding dramatic tension, or are you serious?

        CORDELIA: Yeah, the first. Did it work?

        DUNCAN: Obviously not.

      

      

      “And, of course,” said Zin, “I’ll make sure there’s free tickets waiting for you each day.”

      McCleary eyed Zin levelly. A look that said, You can do better.

      “I mean,” Zin stammered, “no tickets necessary. Just come right in any time you like.” A privilege McCleary must have already assumed was his since the public wasn’t normally allowed into the Cantina, the troupe's dining area. But when you’re the Goblin King, different rules apply.

      “And,” continued Zin, “I’ll reserve front row seats—” again, The Look. “Sorry, I meant to say, I’ll reserve the entire front row for you for every show in the Tent.”

      Which was going a bit far, but I guess Zin didn’t want to take any chances that he might wake up with his horns chopped off and ground up to fertilize Rochester McCleary’s rose garden.

      “That’s very kind of you, Zin,” McCleary said, as if this was the first time anyone had ever offered him such generous accommodations. The guy might be a dangerous thug, but he sure knew how to charm. “I assume you have your security centaurs on high alert.”

      “I’m sure you’ll feel very safe here.”

      You know, except for all the dead bodies we’re constantly coming across, I did not say.

      “Good. Because Merv here,” McCleary jutted his thumb over his shoulder to indicate the griffin guarding him, “is head of my security detail, and he’s been keeping up with the latest intel. He says The Robber is in the area. You’ll be wise to keep centaurs posted, especially around your cash boxes. I can send in a few of my griffin guards if you need extra hands on deck.”

      Despite the effort to maintain his deferential demeanor, Zin bristled at this. As did the rest of us. It was bad enough that the Goblin King would have free access to the grounds, but to have his griffins lingering around watching our every move? No, thank you.

      “I have all the security I need,” Zin stated.

      “Even in the face of The Robber?” Rochester asked in the way of someone who thinks you’re overestimating your abilities.

      “Yes,” Zin replied confidently, his horns pricking forward to drive home his assertion.

      “Very well, then. Come on, Merv.” Rochester waved his guard on. “I’ll be expecting a good show tomorrow, Zin.”

      Which sounded weirdly threatening and encouraging at the same time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            SO DREAMY

          

        

      

    

    
      As soon as McCleary had walked away, heading in the direction of Prince’s side of the grounds, Zin turned to us and asked, “What’s this rubber thing he’s talking about?”

      “Not rubber,” corrected Cordelia. “Robber. As in The Robber.”

      “Yeah, that’s still not helping.”

      Helga had perked up at the very mention of The Robber, and her whole entourage was now looking at Zin like he was the most out-of-touch satyr on the planet.

      “He’s an absolutely amazing person,” Helga gushed.

      “An amazing person who steals things,” sniped Molly, a miniature centaur who has no amount of forgiveness in her heart for thieves. I wouldn’t either if I’d only recently gotten back my entire portfolio of songs that my ex had stolen before he ran off with someone else.

      “But he’s not bad. He’s—” Helga practically swooned. I’m sure if Humphrey had still been with us, his floppy ear tips would have drooped in dismay. After all, it was hard to compete with swoon-inducing rogues. “—dreamy,” Helga said breathlessly.

      “So, Rochester wants me to increase my security to protect everyone from becoming victims of dreamy men?” Zin asked.

      “He’s not dreamy,” said Cordelia as she slathered a piece of toast with marmalade. Helga scowled at her. “What? No one knows his identity. No one even knows what he looks like, since there’s not a single picture of him where he’s not wearing that bandana he uses to hide his face.”

      “It’s true,” agreed Flora. “All you can ever see of him are his eyes. Which are quite lovely.”

      “I might not agree with Helga being silly for a thieving scoundrel,” said Molly, “but I gotta agree with Flora on that one. If only I could get my eyelashes that thick and luscious.”

      “The ones you glue on are,” I said, trying to be helpful.

      “Doesn’t matter,” continued Cordelia as she layered three strips of bacon across her toast. “Even if he is handsome under that mask, he’s still a criminal.”

      “Really?” Boris asked with keen interest as he looked up from some notes he’d been jotting down on a sheet with Addendum Outline at the top. His eyes sparkled, and I could practically see his mental cogs turning over what color of sequined fedora would go best with whatever crime might need investigating.

      “Yes, really,” replied Cordelia. “He robs people. He’s been behind most of the robberies in Oregon and Washington for the past several months. Diamonds, money, he even stole the deed to the mayor of Portland’s house.”

      “He was behind that?” asked Zin, sounding impressed. Then, with a chuckle, he added, “I heard the ‘victim’ only found out when he woke up one morning to six burly movers carrying his four-poster bed down the marble staircase. With him in it.”

      “And then a charity for unwanted chimera kittens moved in,” said Flora, sounding more appreciative of The Robber. “I couldn’t help but pin up some of the photos of the little cuties.”

      “But how would he have gotten the house if the mayor didn’t sign the deed over himself?” asked Molly.

      “The case went to Judge Javert,” Conrad explained, “and he ruled that since the mayor is a government official, the house he lives in during his mayorship is technically public property. So, by his reasoning, a member of the public has every right to give the deed to that property to a charity of his or her choice.”

      “It was a tricky call,” Flora continued, “but Javert said the pictures of those poor, unwanted kittens were what sealed the deal. Wrote in his ruling that mayors can live anywhere, but he couldn’t live with himself if he made those kittens homeless.”

      “See,” asserted Helga. “The Robber is dreamy. He’s like a modern-day Robin Hood. He only takes from the wealthy — never enough to leave them bankrupt, only enough to make them take notice. Then he gives the majority of what he takes to charities, orphanages, and people down on their luck.” Helga and her entourage, almost as if they’d rehearsed it, let out a collective sigh of admiration.

      “So, Zin,” said Fergus, “you’ve got nothing to worry about from The Robber. You know, because you’re broke.”

      “I’m not broke. I just like to keep my bottom line as slim as possible.”

      “But what about Prince?” asked Cordelia, her toast already gone except for the crumbs around her mouth. “He’s loaded, and given how trusting he is, I doubt his security is top-notch.”

      “I’m sure McCleary will make him aware of that fact,” said Zin. “Still, this robber guy can’t be all that benevolent. You said he keeps some of what he takes.”

      “Business expenses,” replied Helga, who was apparently the expert in All Things Robber. “Nothing more.”

      “And would one of these business expenses be a fancy automobile, mansion on a vineyard, tropical vacations?”

      “No,” stated Helga, in the way of someone defending their hero. “His only extravagances, which aren’t even that extravagant, are his occasional purchases at the haberdasher’s. He takes great pride in being nicely accessorized. Hence, those aren’t bandanas around his face,” she said scathingly to Cordelia, “they’re silk handkerchiefs direct from France.”

      “Well, at least if Prince is going to be robbed, he’ll be robbed by someone who looks spiffy,” quipped Zin. “Quinn, I need to talk to you later. The rest of you, we’re opening up the grounds to visitors this afternoon. No shows, no games, just a preview for the public.”

      “Another one?” Conrad grumbled. Which, since Conrad is normally easy-going and agreeable to most tasks, showed how annoyed we were all getting with these pre-show events.

      “Man, this is the third one,” complained Fergus. “Why do we have to keep doing these things?”

      “When we’ve never done them before,” added Conrad.

      “It was Rochester’s idea,” Zin replied. “I’m not thrilled about it either. Believe me, I’d much rather be opening those gates and charging admission. But McCleary’s playground, McCleary’s rules. Apparently, he just loves surveys, so everyone who comes in gets one. He says the idea is to let the people explore the grounds, get a taste of what might be on offer, then they rank which shows they’d want to see. I guess it’s an efficiency thing. And I know it seems like a pointless, time-wasting exercise, but Prince hopes people will realize there’s so much on offer that they’ll end up buying the three-day pass.”

      This pass was supposed to be a money-saving option, but it turned out to be an easy way to boost profits. Most people would buy it, then only show up for the first day, finding themselves too worn out or too busy to take advantage of the remaining two days.

      “I don’t know about y’all,” said Molly, “but I thought we’d have today off.” The rest of us nodded. The day prior to Opening Day was usually reserved for practicing, making sure outfits weren’t going to have any malfunctions, and doing the final inspections on equipment. It was not used to accommodate survey-taking lookie-loos.

      Zin twisted his face disapprovingly, but Molly didn’t let up. “It’s not like we’re even giving these people a little sample of what we can do. We’re stuck here, bored off our gourds, not doing a darn thing but standing around while people scribble on those silly forms. It’s a waste of our time. And talent.”

      “I guess you have a point,” Zin said reluctantly.

      “Good. Then I’m taking the morning off, and I’m going into town. Anyone who wants to go is welcome to join me.”

      “We’re already in town,” I said.

      “You know what I mean, silly. I’ve been cooped up here fixing my wigs and costumes for too long. And you’re exactly right, we are in a town, not stuck out in the boonies like usual. I want to do some exploring, especially considering we’re smack dab in the midst of all these shopping opportunities.”

      “Quinn, you going?” Zin asked gruffly.

      “I’ve got everything ready for the act, so yeah, I thought I would.” Zin’s face twitched with a flicker of something, maybe guilt. “Why?”

      “Just be back by one. We’ve got something to discuss. Duncan, you too.”

      “What’s this about, Zin?” Cordelia asked, crossing her arms over her chest and quirking her head in that way that I knew meant she was not pleased.

      “I’m not sure yet. Gotta wait for this morning’s survey results. Just be here.”

      So, with Cordelia now in a foul mood and with Molly’s money burning a hole in one of the compartments of her wig, we took up her rallying cry and headed into town. Or rather, right out the entry gates and onto the streets of Chesterwood.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            TROUBLED SCULPTOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Once we’d exited the gates, we headed left. Which was disappointing, since Egg-Centricity was to the right, and I really thought we should have fueled up before doing much walking.

      
        
        CORDELIA: We’d literally just had breakfast.

        DUNCAN: Yeah, but only the one.

      

      

      The first couple of blocks took us past a dry cleaner, an appliance store, and a post office that also announced their telegram services. Molly was growing disappointed since she had no interest in buying dry cleaning supplies, a new stove, or a book of stamps.

      “I told you we should have turned right,” I said as a trio of elves wearing t-shirts with Tanuki’s face on them tipped their heads in greeting as they passed us.

      “I don’t think Molly wants to sit down to an omelet platter,” said Cordelia.

      “No, but she might enjoy all the clothing boutiques and beauty supply stores along that stretch.”

      Molly was about to turn her hooves in that direction when she got distracted by a shop selling record albums and another that had a display of Chesterwood souvenirs, most of which featured Rochester McCleary’s froggy face.

      When we reached the last shop on the street, a sign indicated that the small alley to our right was a dead end, but a sandwich board on the corner informed us that if we followed the arrow, which was pointing to an open doorway, we’d find the workshop of a sculptor who’d won the Manticore Medal art prize three years in a row.

      Apparently, though, ‘award-winning artist’ doesn't equal ‘money-making artist.’ The workshop's entry, with its chipped paint, cracked window, and rusty hinges, was in desperate need of sprucing up. Also, unlike the appliance store, the record shop, or the dry cleaners, there was no one inside perusing the wares, placing orders, or packing up their purchases.

      Other than the unwelcoming façade, I couldn’t understand why the place was so devoid of customers, since the work displayed in the front window was remarkably good. One of the pieces, carved from dark grey stone, was a small dragon about the size of a beagle. The detail was incredible, with every scale carved to perfection. Even the ear tassels looked like they were flowing in the wind.

      “That’s amazing,” said Molly. “Let’s pop in.”

      Just as I was stepping inside — the shops in Chesterwood were built to accommodate some very large unusual creatures, so I didn’t even have to duck my head or squeeze in my shoulders to cross the threshold — I noticed a dust-covered, wooden sign hanging beside the door. Carved into it were the words Gorgon’s Sculptures.

      “Um, guys—” I began, but before I could issue my warning, a woman with well-muscled arms covered in dark green scales stepped out from the backroom. She wore a broad-brimmed hat pulled low over her eyes. Even so, the woman was quite tall, and Molly was quite short, so if Molly happened to look up⁠—

      I yanked Molly back. Which she did not appreciate, and she stamped on my foot in protest.

      “What in tarnation are you doing, Duncan?”

      And you know you’ve made Molly mad when she uses your actual name instead of calling you sweetie or darlin’.

      “She’s a gorgon,” I whispered, desperately wishing I had longer arms so I could scoop everyone up and drag them out.

      Not that I have short arms, mind you. I’m not one of those puny-armed tyrannosauradons.

      “You’re from the circus, aren’t you?” the gorgon asked in a pleasant voice that was soft and warm, if a bit timid. The slim heads of a few of the snakes that make up a gorgon’s hair peered out from beneath her hat. “Please, have a look around. I can discount anything you might like,” she said, a pleading tone to her words. “My name’s Gloria if you have any questions.”

      “Is it safe?” I asked. I then realized how rude the question was, but I couldn’t help but think of the sculpture in the window. Was that a sculpture she’d carved, or had that poor dragon been Gloria’s customer? A customer who’d come in asking rude questions?

      I scrutinized the woman, trying to sort her out. She was wearing a leather apron with chisels and picks and other carving tools in the pockets, so maybe she really did sculpt things out of stone and didn’t rely on the gorgon method to create her art.

      
        
        CORDELIA: Which you might explain for those readers who aren’t up on their unusual Greek creatures.

        DUNCAN: You think there’s some who don’t know?

        CORDELIA: Best not to leave people in the dark.

        DUNCAN: But being in the dark is sometimes the best thing if you come across a gorgon. See, gorgons are these lady creatures who have snakes for hair and scaly skin, but otherwise look mostly human. Only, they’re not human. Wait. Cordelia, humans can’t turn you into stone with one look, can they?

        CORDELIA: No, but I’m about to turn you into chimera kibble if you don’t get on with it.

        DUNCAN: Right, so they look sort of human, but if you meet a gorgon’s eyes, you instantly turn to stone. And not temporarily. Their eyes are the last thing you’ll ever see before you die a stony death. Cordelia, can we watch some cartoons now? I’ve just scared myself and need to decompress.

        CORDELIA: Where did Zin ever come up with the title of Deadliest Dragon in the West for you?

        DUNCAN: Wishful thinking?

      

      

      Anyway, even though Gloria appeared to be an actual sculptor, the resemblance to life in that carving in the front window was eerie.

      “It is safe. Mostly,” Gloria said, keeping her eyes fixed on the ground. “I’ll be in the back, continuing on my work. If anything strikes your fancy, just leave some money for it and take it with you. Any business would be appreciated.”

      Before the sad woman could return to her work area, Flora called, “Gloria, are you doing okay? Your work is lovely, but your aura is very, well, it’s a rather mucky color.”

      “Thank you,” the woman said, a tremor in her voice. “And sorry about the weepy attitude. I’ve just— I’ve been getting these threats. Anonymous ones, but I’m pretty sure they’re from Mr McCleary.”

      “Well, that’s not very nice of him,” said Flora.

      “No, he’s right to be mad. Business has been, well, non-existent, and I haven’t been able to make a single lease payment to Mr McCleary since I moved in a few months ago. If I don’t find a way to pay my rent on this place soon, I’m sure he’s going to kick me out. It’ll be the third studio I’ve had to move to in the past year. I really thought Chesterwood would be different, you know? What with the various types of people who live here, I thought I’d finally found a place I’d be accepted, but…”

      “Business hasn’t picked up like you expected?” prompted Flora. She was kind to and accepting of everyone, but I noticed she kept her body angled so she didn’t have to face Gloria directly.

      “People just don’t seem to want to do business with me. They
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