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An exciting prequel novella to the Solstice Dragon World, a story of sacrifice, empathy, and romance.

In a world where flames of conflict threaten to consume all,  The Don't Eat Humans Clause unveils a tale of an unlikely alliance and uncharted courage. As the skies darken with the looming shadow of war between humans and dragons, Zeblun Kase stumbles upon a secret that could tip the scales.
But peace comes at a price. Brundar, the dragons' revered negotiator, is tasked with a mission to seek Zeblun and forge an accord known as The Bargain. As Zeblun and Brundar reluctantly set aside generations of enmity to bring peace to their nations, they find themselves entwined in a web of resistance from their own kin.
As the weight of history bears down on them, Zeblun and Brundar must navigate treacherous landscapes of distrust, sabotage, and the ghosts of their respective pasts. Can they bridge the chasm between their species, or will they succumb to the forces that threaten to reduce their efforts to ashes?
The Don't Eat Humans Clause is a gripping novella that unfurls a tapestry of adventure, sacrifice, and the transformative power of empathy. Will Zeblun and Brundar's extraordinary pact be enough to transcend the boundaries of fear and pride, or will the flames of war consume everything they hold dear?
Journey through a realm where a single secret can alter destinies, and where the truest strength emerges from the unlikeliest of alliances.
Get your free copy of this romantic fantasy novella when you signup for L. Darby Gibbs' Newsletter.
Click this link or type in your preferred search engine  https://subscribepage.io/B28wOW
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  Chapter One
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The carriage had moved along smoothly for hours, its runners hissing over the dry snow. That was a relief to Researcher Shennon Trelor after spending two days by a blocked mountain pass, and she was weary of the journey which had lasted three days longer than the week it normally took, not that she had ever been to High Cadore before. But a government researcher was accustomed to planning agendas and expecting everything to go according to plan.  
Shennon rubbed her gloved hands together to warm them up. 
For the thousandth time, please let Father be as delayed as I am. 
This was Shennon’s first job outside the city of Pries, capital of Shlognar, and arriving three days later than expected for a difficult mediation between two disputing kingdoms had her rattled and short of patience. She forced her hands down into her blanket-covered lap. Nothing had changed since she last peeked around the quilted shade covering the window and pretending to keep the heat inside. Shennon shifted in her seat in frustration. Surely it had been more than an hour since the driver had informed her of their imminent entrance into the Dragon King’s fortress.
From outside the carriage, she heard the deep, “Ho, now boys,” of the driver slowing the team down. 
“Finally,” she huffed and slid along the padded seat to the carriage door, her gloved hands fumbling, and unwound the tie from the metal button that kept the shade down and hardly any of the cold out. The glass window was coated with frost, the foggy center giving a distorted view that was just enough for her to confirm that they were entering the barbican of the outer wall of High Cadore. The thick stone wall left her in momentary darkness as the carriage passed through the twenty feet of masonry.
“At last!” Shennon grabbed her satchel, straightened her woven hat, and sat primly beside the door, her shoulder pressed tightly against it, anticipating it would take effort from within as well as without to break the ice which crusted the door seam. She peered out the foggy center of the window hoping to see a servant reaching for the handle. There was so much she needed to do before the arbitrator and the rest of his assistants arrived, and she did not want to let him down. Though she was recognized as one of the most reliable of the researchers, one aspect of her employment had kept her out of being among those considered to assist the mediator: she was his daughter. It had taken months of constant negotiation with her father, Arbitrator Joss Trelor, to convince him she was the researcher that would best meet his needs at the delicate negotiations. She had met every deadline and taken on every research task, no matter how onerous or piddling to prove herself. He had relented, admitting later he’d hoped she would rise to the occasion, but he’d needed no one to believe he chose her for any other reason than her skill in research. 
She’d left Pries a week in advance of the mediation team to give her time to familiarize herself with the famous archives of High Cadore and track down the origination of the dispute. Three days behind in her work, she would have to keep long hours to make up for it if her father’s travels had been smoother. Shennon shifted her skirts until they draped evenly and would not inhibit her exit from the carriage and pressed her shoulder to the door. With any luck, her father had been held up as well by the unexpected snowstorm, made worse by the elevation of High Cadore. At home in Shlognar, the spring plantings were well advanced, but in the mountains of the Cadore Range, winter had yet to let go of its chill grip.
The door popped open beside her with a resounding crack, and she dropped out of the carriage as the missing support left her leaning in mid-air. The churned-up snow and dirt of the outer bailey filled her view as she threw out her arms to catch herself. Her fall was arrested by a wealth of hands and arms that caught her and promptly flipped her to a standing position and deposited her on her feet before she had time to gasp. Shennon stood still and gazed about. No fewer than three guards were straightening up from their effort to save her from the embarrassment of landing in the grime of a busy entrance while a liveried servant in navy gawked, his hand still grasping the handle of the door.
“Sorry, Miss,” the servant said, his Adam’s apple rising and falling as he gulped in chagrin and embarrassment increased his already cold-induced ruddiness. Foggy billows escaped from his mouth.
Similar vapor poured from her own lips as Shennon exhaled. She could almost hear her nose hairs crackle as she spoke.
“I seem to have escaped harm,” she said, smoothing her skirts and gathering her dangling satchel. “So don’t worry yourself. My excitement at arriving was my own undoing.” Shennon pulled the strap of her satchel back over her shoulder, pleased it was the only thing displaced by the somersault she nearly took. “I would like to go within and begin at once.” She turned to the guards and prepared to introduce herself, taking in at a glance the porter who stood off to the side staring up at the two large trunks she had brought with her as if he thought they were much too heavy for him to bear. She gave the two trunks mounted at the back of the carriage a glance and raised an eyebrow at him. They were no bigger than average.
“You’ve brought two trunks,” he said.
“I came prepared as I will be here for a while,” Shennon said. 
“Confident chit,” said a guard under his breath. The guard beside him snorted.
Shennon awarded the two with a stern gray eye. She knew she was young for the average researcher on a negotiation team, but being in a family of arbitrators got her started early in her professional career. “The war between Shalla and Welsel has been running for two centuries. How long did you think negotiations would take to bring their dispute to a close?”
“Do you liken your visit to a negotiation? I suppose that’s one way to look at it,” remarked the guard who’d snorted.
Shennon’s eyes narrowed. “What else would one call it?”
Before they could answer, another uniformed guard joined the group, but his insignia and attitude made it obvious to Shennon he had power over the others. They were quick to stand at attention, eyes straight ahead. “Stop this nattering and get yourselves off to your duties. I’ll take the young woman to face the question.” His thin mustache twitched at the three who scurried off.
“I’m Captain Meeps.” He gave her a brief bow and gripped her elbow. “Miss, if you please? You were delayed and the Dragon King is short on patience. Your trunk will be taken to your quarters.” He paused to snap his fingers at the porter who jumped to the task. “But we must head straight to His Majesty’s chambers at once.”
Meeps gave her no opportunity to agree or disagree but strode forward, forcing her to keep up or have her elbow bent double. 
“I’m in a rush myself, but we needn’t race along, Captain,” she said, attempting to drag herself back and set a more appropriate speed across the bailey. The myriad of snowdrifts between them and the inner bailey which led to the castle entrance looked like rounded waves frozen across a barren landscape. The few full-grown trees, utterly devoid of leaves, glistened with frost, their branches sculpted prettily by the snow wedged where the trunk and boughs met. As delightful as the great courtyard looked, if one ignored the churned up snow and steaming mounds of horse manure, it was a formidable walk to the inner gate of the castle proper.
“You’re late, and the Dragon King has no patience.” He picked up the pace, unmindful of the snow he was forcing her to struggle through. 
His own knee-high boots protected him, but hers, though snug and fur lined, were soon soaked with the melting snow which gathered under her dress. Shennon’s wool stockings sopped up the weeping clumps that clustered close to her calves, and the folds of the double woolen inner dress under her long coat gathered heavy balls of snow with each step until she was carrying as much as she was stepping over.
Shennon struggled to wade through another high drift. Oaf! “Sir, this is most unacceptable. Slow down, at once.”
The man kept his eyes ahead, not deigning to face her as he spoke. “There is no time.” Puffs of vapor spewed from Meeps’ thin lips. “He knows you’re here and will not accept any further delay.” 
His grip only tightened when she attempted to jerk her arm away. How is this acceptable treatment for someone working to bring peace to the area? She clenched her teeth together as she put her attention to avoiding the deepest snowdrifts he seemed determined to drag her through. Some minutes later, they entered the castle and stood in the wide foyer. Captain Meeps left her so he could converse with a servant and send a liveried boy at a run out of the grand foyer and down a corridor. She could hear the boy’s footfalls quite a while before they dwindled away. 
Interested in more than listening to the boy run in the quiet castle, Shennon used the lack of forward, motion to take stock of her surroundings. She hoped, though she knew it was impossible, that there would be a sign pointing out the direction of the archives. If she must begin at once, then she might as well begin her research there and at her own pace. But as expected, there was no mounted arrow labeled with the designation, “Researchers, this way.” She grimaced and looked back to the captain of the guard. He’d finished his conversation and eyed the snow enhancing her coat and dress. She shivered, suddenly aware again of the wet chill encasing her feet and lower limbs. Her skirt seemed to have grown into a ball gown of white crystals. 
The captain of the guard pursed his lips as he wiped a finger over each side of his thin mustache. A servant girl was sweeping the pristine marble floor, and he snatched the broom from her and paced toward Shennon. She gave him a questioning look and backed up a step. His stride brought him close fast, and she feared he intended to run her right over; however, he stopped abruptly a foot away and swished the broom along her dress hem, knocking cascades of snow to the floor. 
Incensed, Shennon grabbed the broomstick and stopped him mid-swish. “Captain Meeps, cease this immediately.”
He jerked the broom from her grasp and continued his barrage of her skirts. “Young miss, the snow must be removed while still dry or you’ll be leaving a trail of water throughout the castle, probably all the way to the Dragon King’s chambers which will only make things worse.”
“You don’t say,” she said and raised her dress until her wet boots came into view along with the puddle she stood in. “I hadn’t noticed how wet and frozen my feet were until you just now mentioned it, and how I could have been unaware of the mounds of snow accumulated between coat, dress, petticoat, and stockings, I’ll never know.” She shook her dress, sending more clumps of snow to the floor. “How I was not impeded in my movement or weighed down by the sheer mass of it is indeed a mystery.”
The volume of her tirade, as well as the length, did stop the captain, and he stood holding the broom like a baton under his arm as he awaited her finish. She stamped her feet to remove more of the lodged clumps from her clothes. Her toes tingled with returning warmth.
“I don’t think you’ll be staying long, Miss. The Dragon King won’t appreciate your humor.” He gave his mustache another swipe.
Shennon shifted her attention from her soggy skirts to the glaring captain. “I was not aware the Dragon King was involved in the negotiations between Shalla and Welsel. My being here would seem of little interest to him, in any case.”
“It is enough that the Dragon King hosts the meetings between kingdoms and their arguments. He does not involve himself with them. That would negate the neutrality of the arrangements.”
“Then I suggest he and I not meet.” She gave her skirts another shake.
The captain tapped his mustache with a slow considering finger. “Are you from Welsel or Shalla?”
“Neither. I am from Shlognar.”
“Then we shall continue on our way.” He tossed the broom back to the servant and grabbed her elbow again with a determined grip, and off they went racing through the halls of the castle, past magnificent rooms that were mere blurs at the pace the guard captain set. It wasn’t until the two reached a portion of the castle that seemed older than the section they had been barreling through that Shennon thought there might be a chance he was heading her to the archive catacombs known to be below the castle’s original grounds. They exited a large seating room just as five noblemen entered from a massive stone door and continued out of the room via a hallway on the other side of the seating room. Meeps tugged her to the same stone door and opened it with ease. After they strode through the stout frame, the door latched smoothly shut behind them.
Shennon found herself in a long outdoor corridor of blue quarried stone dry-fitted in precise lines. Ornate columns supported an arched ceiling over the corridor. It opened to landscaped outdoor space on her right. To the left, fifteen feet beyond the columns, torches mounted on the blue walls illuminated a covered interior courtyard. Torchlight flickered on the walls and high ceiling, but a distant corner was left in partial darkness. 
She looked back to the sun streaming in between the right-hand columns and discerned a walled garden in winter slumber with what appeared to be a private training area off to one side sporting a fencing ring swept clear of snow. A building without windows or breaks for three hundred feet formed the farthest wall of the garden, a great lump of mitered stone without decoration. Snow crept close to the columns but none entered the open corridor, and no snow covered the roof of the block building. The corridor before her felt comfortably warm, enough so that she considered loosening her coat and removing her fur-lined gloves. 
Movement caught her eye. At the end of the blue corridor was an arched doorway mimicking the arched ceiling above the corridor and protected by a single uniformed guard. His navy blue coat and breeches stood out sharply against the pale blue stone. To either side of the door, embossed on the wall, were question marks, both at least three feet in height from halfway up the door to the arch point. On the polished gray stone floor before the door glowed mosaic tiles the color of flames: red, orange and yellow. From the distance where she stood, she could not make out the elongated design.
Meeps turned to face her and appraised her appearance starting at her boots and ending at her woven cap. “Hat, gloves and coat, if you please.” He held out his hands for the items.
Shennon was more than willing to remove the garments and proceeded to do so, though her feet and ankles were chilled. She wished she could remove her boots and stockings as well, suspecting the tile floor would be warm to her ice cold feet but settled on passing the requested items quickly to the captain. With swift motions, she smoothed her brunette hair back into its simple chignon.
The captain turned to the guard at the distant door. “Kimble!” he called, and the guard came swiftly to join them. “Take these and escort the young miss to face the question.”
“Yes, sir, Captain Meeps,” the fresh-faced and freckled guard said, taking her garments and stuffing her gloves and hat in the pockets of the coat as if it were a routine matter receiving guests directly upon their arrival. The guard strode forward, appearing to expect Shennon to follow, and Meeps stepped behind her. Shennon held herself firmly in place, suddenly realizing that the captain had not once referred to her by name. 
“Not ‘miss.’ I am Shennon Trelor, assistant researcher to the mediator arbitrating the conflict between the representatives of Welsel and Shalla. You may call me Researcher Trelor.”
The young guard paused, his chin tipped in curiosity, but the captain continued to leave via the door back to the main castle. Shennon heard the door resound in its stone jamb.
“Captain Meeps is not a good listener,” she said.
The guard smiled, the freckles on his nose and across his cheeks stretching, and nodded. “Perhaps he feels it’s unnecessary since the Dragon King hears everything.”
For the first time since her arrival in High Cadore, Shennon smiled. The young guard shared a friendly grin, and his pale eyebrows disappeared beneath his blond bangs. He nodded toward the arched doorway framed by the question marks.
Shennon sighed. Friendly or not, he didn’t appear to be any more likely to let her get to work than the captain had been until she had faced the king. She tried to ignore the cold slap of her skirts on her legs as they walked down the corridor, but she couldn’t help but grab them with one hand and pull them away from her ankles. “Anything I need to know before going in? I did not anticipate having to face the King of High Cadore. I doubt if I’m even dressed for it.” Perhaps visiting with soggy clothes is appropriate for a dragon king. Less likelihood of being charred.
The guard stopped at the door. “You know he’s a dragon, right?” he asked, as if concerned she had not been made aware. 
She raised an eyebrow. Surely, no one in the surrounding kingdoms could be unaware of the fact. 
“He’s unlikely to notice the difference between a dress and a blanket.”
Shennon looked down at the stone tiles behind them, seeing that the mosaic on the floor was that of a dragon head. “Of course, I know he’s a dragon, but I imagine one would be expected to appear before the king in proper respectful clothing, not soggy travel gowns.” She flapped her skirts, making them slap like wet fish. Shennon grimaced at the sound. “My work in the archives did not call for me having to be questioned by His Majesty. All the arrangements went through the usual channels. He hosts such events on a regular basis, and to my knowledge, does not normally involve himself in any of the mediating parties.”
The guard nervously shifted her coat to his other arm and frowned at the door. “You were not brought here to face the question?”
Before she could answer the strange query, the door swung open. A tall man, his near-black hair showing signs of turning gray at his temples and accented by the silver piping on the navy uniform he wore, stood in the doorway. “Kimble, is this the young woman that has been keeping the king waiting?”
Kimble gulped air, and Shennon patted him on the shoulder. “It’s too late to be worried for me now.” She smiled. “Besides, I’ve faced worse dragons.” She pressed past the uniformed man at the door who traded a questioning look with the uneasy guard. 






  
  Chapter Two
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Shennon put her hands on her hips and examined the spacious audience chamber. Blue stone also made up the walls and ceiling of the enormous arched room that spread to both left and right, extending quite far to the right, though not nearly as distant as she knew the building to be. Column supports ran left to right along the center of the room similar to those along the corridor, though three times as tall and much broader. This side of the long expanse was lit with torches, but beyond the columns were deep shadows. A dull glow appeared far to the right among the deepest gloom; otherwise, the audience chamber was as devoid of distinction as the corridor had been.  
“It seems I am not the only one late,” she said. The Dragon King was nowhere in sight.
Kimble hurried out the door, shutting it with a snap.
“The King is never late,” said the man. He wore a stiff brocade suit in the same navy worn by the servants, though of much finer material. He remained a step from the entrance.
Shennon turned to face him. “Well, while we wait for his royally-timed arrival, perhaps you could explain to me why I am here.”
He folded his arms across his chest. “How old are you?”
Ire rose in her chest, and she pierced the fellow with a sharp gaze. “I’ll have you know I earned my right to be here, and I am quite tired of being shoved about and told nothing of what is going on. I have a job to do and do not appreciate the delay.”
“Miss, you will face the question. One would think that is more than enough to explain your presence here.” He looked above her head, raising her frustration with his attitude and failure to look her in the eye. A satisfied grin appeared on the man’s face. 
The man gave a nodding bow just as a rumbling voice spoke behind Shennon, “I will take it from here, Adrian. You may leave us.”
She turned in place and found herself facing the Dragon King. The great beast was largely in the shadows beyond the columns, only his neck draped between them. His front legs were as thick as the columns on either side of his long armored neck. Much of him was hidden by the shadows, but what was in view shifted from blue to black. His chest was the lightest shade, and the blue transitioned to navy down his legs and back to black on his clawed feet. The curve of the shiny talons came down so sharply, the points landed perpendicular to the floor, and she noted rough indentations in the otherwise polished gray stone. Shennon stepped back and craned her neck as she followed the graceful serpentine slope up to the dark blue spine-studded head. Red, yellow and orange accented the stiff barbs that rose from his nostrils, up his snout, and joined the crest of the spines that ran down his neck and into the shadows beyond the pillars.
Shennon scrutinized the dragon, using her experience working with people in power to determine the dragon’s mood. He leaned most of his weight on his right front leg, giving the appearance of casual reclining. She could almost imagine a stone plinth beneath his spiked elbow. Though unfamiliar with dragon expressions, she was sure the creature was relaxed and unlikely to cause her any harm. She dropped a curtsy. “Your Majesty, a pleasure to be in your audience.”
“Do not lie,” he said with a rumble she realized came from deep within his body. “It is never a pleasure to be in my audience, as Adrian will attest. Won’t you, Administrator Dumant?”
Shennon glanced at the administrator behind her, assured it was safe to turn her back on the Dragon King. Is he teasing me? She listened closely to the man’s reply.
The administrator waved a bored hand. “Leave me out of your aggressive stances, Dragon King. I am busy being unobtrusive.” The man walked away until he arrived at a portion of the room arranged with two small couches on opposite sides of a low square table.
The dragon laughed a booming roar that Shennon steeled herself to endure, keeping her back straight and returning her gaze to the king. The heat of his breath and body made her sweat beneath her gown of doubled wool. Melting snow continued to drip down her ankles and puddle on the floor. With calming breaths, she focused her thoughts on the cold slopes of the Sundar Pass. Thinking of the chill and dazzling whiteness of those formidable mountains did not reduce the heat of the dragon’s breath, but she felt her emotions steady. This may be the first real dragon she had faced, but it was not the first monarch nor the first leader who sported power and arrogance as his or her foremost qualities. Even when his massive head dropped to place his black pupils with their aquamarine-shaded iris on level with her own, she managed not to flinch, though inside she briefly questioned her desire to come to High Cadore to assist in the arbitration between the kingdoms of Shalla and Welsel.
The laughter abruptly ceased. “Why are you here?” he whispered so softly Shennon thought perhaps she had misheard. The faint words seemed to come from deep within as though his voice box were buried in his belly.
She waited and he whispered again, “Why are you here?” and moved closer, blocking all view of the room. She was left with just the landscape of those black slit pupils opening as if to swallow her whole via his vision.
She grabbed for the anger that had shrunk to a kernel in her breast and stoked it. “I was dragged here by Captain Meeps,” she said grinding out the words to give them heat.
The Dragon King blinked and laid his lizard body down in delicate, graceful shifts, his scales scraping the two pillars he had pressed between until his too-wide shoulders stopped him. He remained silent until he was fully reclined. Administrator Dumant now leaned against one of the columns further down the length of the great room.
“What is your name?” the Dragon King asked.
“Shennon Trelor.”
“Why did Captain Meeps drag you here, Shennon Trelor?”
“I suppose because I was late.”
“And why were you late?”
“There was a storm in the Sundar Pass. I was delayed for three days waiting for it to run itself out and for the road to be reopened.”
“Sundar Pass?” He paused to consider her words. “You must be from Shlognar, and I hear the harshness of your accent that confirms it.”
“You are correct, Your Majesty. I am from Shlognar, but I don’t believe my accent is harsh sounding. Perhaps you should get out more.”
The dragon tipped his head but did not shift his attention from the researcher. “Adrian, are we getting so low on young women to face the question that we are drawing from Shlognar?”
The administrator stood away from the column he had been leaning on. “Not to my knowledge, My Liege. Perhaps the far kingdom thought this particular woman was special enough to meet the challenge.”
“Is that so?” the dragon asked, narrowing his attention tightly on her.
Though she hadn’t thought it possible, the snout drew closer, his breath pushing on her skirts, causing them to steam. “I came here to find answers, not answer questions, Your Majesty.”
“You came to ask me a question?” He drew off a few feet and seemed to wonder at her words. “How unusual. What is your question?”
Just getting to the archives is proving to be a challenge, never mind finding out what started the dispute itself. Exasperated, she said, “I have no question for you.”
Her answer came as a slap to the king whose head rose suddenly far above her, his fanged jaws pointing down at her. “Then why are you here?” came his indignant response.
“I am Researcher Shennon Trelor from Pries, Shlognar, here to gather information for Arbitrator Trelor for the resolution of the conflict between Shalla and Welsel which you are hosting. I came early to make use of your archives which are said to contain records from as long ago as two centuries.”
“Five, five centuries,” said the dragon in a deep, flat voice.
“All the better for my needs.”
“You did not come to see me?”
“I’ve no need to see you. All arrangements for access to the archives were made in advance and approved, I assure you.”
Administrator Dumant appeared at her side. “I’ll remove her at once, My Liege, and locate the correct young woman immediately. I am sure there was a simple mistake made that can be quickly amended.” The man took her arm, and Shennon pulled herself free, determined not to be dragged through the castle again.
“Leave her,” whispered the dragon.
“Come along, Miss.” The administrator stretched again for her arm.
She backed farther out of reach.
“I said, leave her,” the dragon roared, forcing both Shennon and the administrator to back up a step.
“But, Your Majesty, she is not the one.”
“I am bored, and she amuses me.”
Shennon stood shaking her head, her hands in fists. “I’m not here for your amusement. I’m here to work and must start at once. I told you I was delayed three days by the storm, and I’ll not be delayed by a bored dragon king!”
The dragon and the administrator both stiffened.
Shennon steadied her fists on her hips and raised her chin. Now you’ve done it. You let your temper get the best of you. 
Before she could beg the Dragon King’s pardon, the great beast coughed, pointing his head to the side so as not to pelt the two humans with the blast.
The administrator reached for her arm again and pulled her toward the door. Stunned by her own audacity, she made no effort to stop him.
The dragon faced them again and dropped his head down before her where she stood at the doorway. She leaned back on her heels. “You may go, but you will come again tomorrow before you enter the archives. I will not make too great of a demand on your time, I promise.”
His eyes, the blue slit sharp against the black, though not noticeably changed from his previous aggressiveness, gave off a gentleness she could not overlook. How does a dragon look so sincere?
“Please, Researcher Shennon Trelor.” The dragon’s voice rumbled from its deep cave and washed over her. “Just a few minutes of your time in the morning?”
If only my stockings weren’t so soggy, I might consider remaining right now. Shennon took a deep breath. “Of course, Your Majesty, I would be honored to spend some time with you tomorrow.”
“No, you wouldn’t, but I appreciate your willingness to do so.” The dragon pulled his neck back through the two columns and stomped gracefully away into the concealing darkness.
“That is a very strange bird,” Shennon said. Shennon heard the administrator clear his throat, the strain of the process convincing her he was smothering a laugh. 
He opened the door behind her. “Miss?”
She turned but remained where she was. “Researcher Trelor, Adrian.” 
He stared at her, the corners of his lips jerking, then nodded and cocked his head toward the exit from the audience chambers. “Researcher Trelor, will you be needing an escort tomorrow?” 
She peered down the columned corridor before her and tried to imagine how she was going to retrace her steps. Never mind that, how am I ever going to find my trunks? “Yes, Administrator Dumant, I do believe I will need an escort to my rooms, to this chamber, and to the archives.”
“Kimble,” Dumant said.
The young guard from earlier appeared in the doorway, stepping in from the left as if he’d been waiting for the call. “Sir?”
“See that Miss—” he paused, earning a smile from Shennon “—Researcher Trelor gets safely to her rooms, and arrange for her to receive an escort to the audience chamber tomorrow.”
“And to the archives after my short visit with His Majesty.”
“You won’t need an escort for that,” the administrator said dryly. “Kimble, I leave her in your hands.”
The guard nodded and stepped aside to allow her to pass.
“When should I be here, sir?” Shennon asked, realizing a time had not been indicated. She had yet to exit the open doorway.
He waved at her to be on her way. “Before you go to the archives, of course.”
Shennon raised an eyebrow. “I wouldn’t want to be late.”
The administrator stood with his shoulders back and his hands clasped behind him. A smile quirked along his thin lips. “Breakfast is served at seven. There will be someone waiting to escort you once you finish your meal.”
“Thank you.” She traipsed out of the chamber and into the sunny corridor beyond. Kimble stepped to her side and strode with her to the door at the other end, her coat already draped over his arm. The stone door behind them snapped into place. “Will you be guiding me through the castle?” she asked, cocking her head to glance at him as they paced along.
“No, ma’am, I can’t. I stand guard at the Dragon King’s door.”
“Will I be waiting until your relief comes then?”
“I guard this door every day, all day and all night. I am its only guard.”
Surprised, Shennon said, “When do you sleep, eat, and take time for a personal life?”
The young guard smiled. His blue eyes seemed pleased with her interest. He pointed into the shadows of the interior stone courtyard. “My bed is over there, food is brought to me at regular times, I have a training ring in the garden beyond, and there are plenty of visitors each day to keep me entertained.”
She peered into the shadows of the walled area beyond the columns. Now that she knew what to look for, she thought she could discern the dark outlines of a low-slung bed, a chair and perhaps a table beside it. “Surely, you aren’t serious. You are the only guard?”
“It is a very special post, and one I am honored to have.”
“But you stand there all day and night?”
“There are not that many visitors.” He laughed. “I stay close by. I sleep at night just as anyone would. The corridor and my area are comfortably heated. If there is a visitor, Administrator Dumant warns me, and I take my position. I read a lot and train, and enjoy the garden.” He leaned close, a pleasant grin on his face. “Sometimes the Dragon King asks me to come in and chat. Those days are the best.”
“But what about friends? Human conversation?”
“I meet more young ladies than any guard in the castle can boast of. As for conversation, they do have this long corridor to walk before they can leave. I meet quite a lot of people, actually. What about yourself? You plan to be in the archive with dusty books and scrolls. Who do you get to talk with regularly?”
“I plan to be with a bored dragon tomorrow.”
Kimble looked over his shoulder at the distant door flanked by its question marks. “You remember I told you the Dragon King hears everything?”
“Isn’t that the case with all kings?” She laughed, unworried about the king hearing reports of what she said or did. She led a quiet life among records and other quiet people. 
The two arrived at the door to the main castle, and the guard opened it. She realized she hadn’t noticed the outer room was set up like an annex to the king’s chamber, bestrewn with chairs and couches, perhaps for those hoping for an audience with the king. Though modestly appointed, the chamber was comfortable, a dense rug covering most of the stone floor. Kimble called to a passing servant who came immediately to join them. She was dressed in a navy-blue maid’s uniform, her white apron pressed and clean. Her round face sported a cheerful smile.
“Hello, Rellen,” said the young guard. “Will you guide Researcher Trelor to her rooms? I believe she was placed in the Question Hall. If you have difficulty finding someone who can tell you which room is hers, check with Captain Meeps of the Outer Bailey guard.”
The maid listened to Kimble, nodding her head until he mentioned the captain. Her cheerful smile flattened. “I’m sure I can find it without bothering Captain Meeps.”
“That would be lovely, Rellen,” said Shennon. “I’m hoping to avoid bothering him for my entire stay here.” They shared a conspiratorial grin.
“Oh, you’ll not stay long. None of the question girls do,” said the maid.
Kimble shook his head. “I believe the assignment to Question Hall was a mistake. She is not a question girl. Perhaps you can arrange for Researcher Trelor to be moved to Summit Hall.”
“Summit Hall is completely filled,” said Rellen. “There are three mediations expected to run for some time. The chamberlain has hired more staff to help with the demands of hosting so many representatives and mediators.”
“I am a member of the Welsel Shalla negotiation,” said Shennon. “A room should have been assigned to me, Researcher Shennon Trelor?”
The maid considered the possibility with the pursing of her lips and a nod of her round head. “I’ll check into it for you. But for now, we’ll locate your current assignment.”
It proved easier than expected to locate her room and her two trunks. The room was large, in the shape of a U with the entrance at one end of the U, and the bedroom at the other end. Shennon would give it a closer look and get to her unpacking when she returned from the archives. She changed quickly into clothes conducive to searching about in a dungeon turned library. But getting anyone to take her to the archives turned out to be difficult.
“What do you mean, I can’t go at this time?” demanded Shennon of the tall man in charge of keeping the household organized and running smoothly. “I’m already behind three days. If I don’t get any work in today, I’ll be behind a fourth.” She’d been sent to three different castle staff, the last finally directing her to Steward Griffs, who was turning out to be just as unsympathetic. 
He walked around his ornate desk to stand before her, slender arms folded across a narrow chest. “The guards are present in the labyrinth for ten hours each day,” Steward Griffs said. “There is no night shift; therefore, it is barred until morning. Which is the case right now.” He looked down his nose at her from a considerable height with all the interest of a giraffe perceiving an acorn at its feet. His blotchy skin only enhanced the image in her mind.
She drew a steadying breath and forced her voice into a calm relaxed tone. “Is it possible to look at a catalog of the general organization of the records? I would like to at least do something that would speed up my work for tomorrow.”
He raised his shoulders and dropped them back down as if his long arms were a weight he was tired of bearing. “I suppose you could be taken to the anteroom.” 
Shennon gave him her most grateful smile. “Oh, that would be wonderful.” She gave his office a cursory examination as if she were looking for something easy to locate. “Who could guide me?”
He stared down at her with bland eyes, and Shennon smothered a snort. His thinning yellow hair was parted in the center and brushed into arcs over each half of his forehead. With the bright light of a wall sconce just behind him, the arcs gave the impression of small horns, making him look that much more like a giraffe. “I will send a staff member to escort you.”
True to his word, the steward pressed a young page to be her guide. A pre-teen girl in rumpled livery, though it obviously had started the day in good condition, slumped her way ahead of Shennon. From behind, the girl was as disheveled as she was from the front. As they walked, the page kept tugging at her navy jerkin and yanking at the material bunching around her thighs. With each pull, the uniform became more and more misshapen.
Shennon’s box of note-taking supplies, wedged under her arm, rattled as she walked. In her rush to leave the room for the archive, she hadn’t stuck them in the satchel that hung from her shoulder. She tapped on the wood top as she trod along behind the page. She had tried more than once to stride alongside the young girl in hopes of starting a conversation and learning where the chambers for the arbitration could be found, but the page never stayed on one side of the hallway long enough for Shennon to slide in beside her.
She called out to the slumping girl, “Excuse me, um, do you have a name?”
“Halesa,” came a huffy response.
“Halesa, that’s lovely.”
“My mom’s name is Lesa, my pop’s Hal,” she called over her shoulder. “They didn’t give my name much thought.”
Shennon raised her eyebrows. She took a moment to compose a thoughtful reply. “Doesn’t take away from it sounding lovely.”
The girl stopped in the middle of the hall she had just turned into and faced Shennon. The brim of her oversized cap hid her eyes. “Why you being nice?”
Shennon pulled a gentle smile to her lips. “Listen,” she said, bending forward a bit as though sharing something special. The girl cocked an ear. “Halesa,” Shennon said. “Did you hear the loveliness?” She didn’t wait for any reply, drawing from the confused look on the face of the girl that she hadn’t known what to listen for. “Listen again.” She whispered, “Halesa.”
Halesa tugged at the bottom of her jerkin with a determined effort to set the garment straight. “When you say it, maybe it’s a bit nice.”
“Oh, you must say it with me; then you’ll hear the loveliness.” She took Halesa’s hand and the two continued down the hallway. “One,” they took a step, “two,” another step, “three. Halesa.” Halesa jumped in on the second syllable, so Shennon repeated it three more times, with the girl matching her syllable for syllable. Shennon winked at her. “I think you hear it now.”
Halesa fought to keep a smile from her mouth, but after a moment, her lips rose into a pressed bow, up at the corners and mushed together in the center as she tried to hold the smile back.
“It will sound better each day.” Shennon peered ahead. “I’m going to need a guide around this castle for a while, and I wouldn’t mind you being that guide.”
“Huh, you’re a question girl. You won’t last a day. They never do.”
“I’m not a question girl. I’m a researcher for an arbitration. I will be here for at least a month.”
“But they put you in the Question Hall, and they would never let me help with one of the negotiators or their people.”
Shennon looked first one way down the hall then the other. The girl waited, intrigued, as Shennon smirked. “Someone made a mistake and thought I was a question girl because I arrived at the time they were expecting one. So, I suppose, you have ended up being the personal guide to arbitrator personnel.” She grinned at the girl, who revealed a mouthful of teeth when she smiled.
“Hah!” Halesa shouted in glee. “I’ll show you any place you want.” Her smile was short-lived, dropping suddenly in worry.
“What’s the matter?”
“I’ve only been here a week. One of the new hires from town. I don’t know where everything is and won’t be a very good guide for you.”
“We’ll figure it out together.” She took her by the hand. “And when you’re free to roam, you can search things out. When you find a place especially interesting, you can take me when I’m free.”
“I’m free all the time.” Though Halesa’s tone was excited, she wore a glum expression, her lips twisted to one side. “Steward Griffs never thinks of me when he needs a page.”
“But he did this time.”
“There was a big arrival from Welsel, and most of the pages were busy. I was the last choice.”
“And it turned out that you, lovely Halesa, are the best choice for me.” She tugged on her hand, and Halesa swung their arms back and forth as they continued down the corridor. After a moment, Shennon began to feel she recognized a room they passed. “Are we coming close to the Dragon King’s audience chamber?”
“Yes, the archives are beneath the old castle grounds. His chambers take up all of the old castle’s aboveground levels.”
“I see.” Shennon recalled that Administrator Dumant had said she would not need a guide to the archives. “Do we enter his chambers to access the archives?”
“Oh no. I could never get you into his chamber. The entrance to the outer records room is in the castle proper. From there, you’ll be able to enter the archives tomorrow.” 
The two proceeded further down the wide hall. Doorways opened every twenty feet or so into various rooms. One was a pleasant-looking parlor, another an office, a third a reading room with bookshelves lining the room’s walls and comfortable plush seating.
“Who uses these rooms, Halesa?”
“Guests that come expressly to see the Dragon King, usually ambassadors and arbitrators planning meetings.”
“They’re directly beneath the Question Hall.”
“That’s because it’s the closest hallway to the King’s audience chamber.” The girl waved a finger, indicating she remembered something. “My father said that there was a time when these rooms were used for people that came to be questioned. There would be lots of visitors, and both first and second floor halls of this wing would be filled.” They passed several empty public rooms. “Not these days though. The question girls never stay longer than a day unless the trip took days for them to get here, and they need to rest.”
“How are the previous visitors of the past different than those that are here now?”
“They weren’t question girls. They were real people.”
Shennon’s mouth twisted in amusement. Real people. Since when are girls not real people?
Halesa continued to explain. “Learned men, wise women, nobles and aged travelers were brought before the king to help him with his question. But now they only bring stupid girls.”
“Hey, you and others thought I was one of those stupid girls.”
Halesa had the grace to look apologetic. “I mean girls who couldn’t answer a question about what they ate last night. You are much smarter than that.” She took Shennon’s hand again.
Shennon found herself staring into another well-appointed sitting room. “There are an awful lot of rooms in this section of the Question Hall. Surely they don’t get filled up with young women. Do the arbitrators and their personnel use these rooms as well?
“They have the tower just before you enter the great hall on the other side of the castle. Those rooms we passed are for temporary use only, but they’re nice because they were once for . . . .” Halesa hesitated and Shennon knew she almost said, “real people.” “ . . . educated men and women.”
“Wouldn’t it be more convenient for the question girls to be in the first-floor hall?”
Halesa smirked and then pulled her mouth straight. “Nobody is all that interested in the question girls. There’s a guard at the stairwell to keep them from wandering and interfering with real work and the running of the kingdom. They keep them corralled until they’re called to face the question or it’s time for them to head back home.”
Shennon raised an eyebrow. “Will the guard try to keep me upstairs?”
Halesa seemed to give the question some thought before she answered. “Were your clothes unpacked when you were taken to your room?”
“No.” Shennon’s curiosity captured, she pulled them both to a stop. “What do my trunks have to do with whether or not I’ll be allowed to exit the Question Hall?”
“If your clothes weren’t unpacked, that means they were moved to another room. When a guest arrives, her trunks are emptied immediately, long before she is settled in her quarters. If yours weren’t unpacked, that means they were at one point, and then they were notified of your change in status, and the trunks were repacked and moved. Your chambers are roomy and have a separate sitting room, right?”
“Yes, it does. How do you know so much about this when you’ve only been here a week?”
“My brother has been a page for two years. He tells me stuff. Your trunks were moved.” The girl nodded with certainty. “But they didn’t have time to lay everything out again before you returned, so when you arrived you found them still packed. I bet they aren’t packed any longer.”
Efficient staff. “News must travel very fast in this castle.” The two continued down the hall.
“Yup. Nothing gets past the Dragon King.”
Some things do, such as late-arriving researchers being mistaken for girls brought here to face some question. Shennon pondered the strange arrangements that included young women being brought to face the Dragon King. A mystery that would be fun to research if she wasn’t already neck deep in finding the origins of the war between two kingdoms.
Exiting the wing, they entered the annex to the Dragon King’s residence. The room was immediately familiar. 
“Do people wait often to see the Dragon King?” It was a large waiting room. But no one had been waiting the two previous times Shennon had entered the room, except for Rellen the maid passing through, and none were there now.
“Other than the question girls, no one sees the King regularly anymore. Just his advisers and others who follow his orders.”
“Why not?”
Halesa shrugged. “Come on. You want to go to the anteroom to the archives, don’t you?”
“Indeed. Onward, Halesa.”
But she wondered how a king could rule his kingdom with so little contact with educated people. After passing through the annex, they entered a tight hallway which wandered a slow descent for nearly fifty feet and offered no entries except the one they came to at its end. A heavy dark-stained door mounted to an ornate stone frame was overshadowed by a ledge that hung out over the threshold. When they stood beneath the overhang, Shennon felt as if it might drop on unwelcome guests. She could almost feel the weight of it pressing down on her.
“It’s not a very pleasant entry, is it?” Shennon asked.
Halesa shrugged. “The archives used to be a dungeon.” She lifted the wrought-iron latch and the door swung smoothly open. “The antechamber was the old guardroom. I’ll go in first and light a few candles so you don’t run into anything.” The page strode into the dark room, partially lit by the flickering sconces in the hallway. After a moment, she had several standing candelabras and wall sconces flaring to life and lighting the rectangular space. She returned to the door and gave an exaggerated bow to usher Shennon in.






  
  Chapter Three
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Shennon sidled past the page. The ceiling was a bit low, but a tall man could stand in the room, though the ceiling would feel oppressively close. For Shennon, who was considered a bit above average height for a woman, it just felt lower than she was used to but a great deal better than standing under the stone that jutted out over the doorway she had entered. She perused the antechamber to the archives. Though one could see the remnants of its prior use, an effort had been made to make the room comfortable and organized.  
To the left were several wooden cabinets with small drawers, which she supposed contained the descriptions of the records housed in the labyrinth of prison cells turned into archival rooms. An embroidered cloth hung from a stand beside the first cabinet, and it bore a color-coded legend. It was written in the old style, and the colors were dull with age. The lettering looked quite familiar to her trained eye. Old Cadoran, she was certain.
I will have to look over that chart before I begin looking for the records I need. She nodded to herself. Shennon had forgotten about the girl while she was examining the room, and was momentarily startled when Halesa spoke.
“This is going to take a while, isn’t it?”
Shennon exhaled and nodded. “I do believe it will.”
“You won’t be offended if I lay down on a couch and rest while you do your work, will you?”
Shennon turned in place and realized that along with housing a couple of tables with stout wooden chairs, the room also had a couple of reading chairs and couches against the entrance wall. She nodded her approval. Halesa crawled happily onto a couch and leaned against the well-stuffed arm. As nice as the comfortable seating was, the real diamond of the room was a rendering of the Cadore Mountain range and the kingdoms that associated with High Cadore. The mosaic, for that was the best word she could come up with for its construction, was on the wall shared by the iron-gated doorway, a remnant of the prison’s old use, which protected the entrance into the archives. Shennon stepped around the cabinets and walked up to peruse the beautiful design closely. 
The wall itself was the blue stone of the mountain that gave High Cadore its name. Embedded in the chiseled rock were various woods marking out the outline of the territory of each kingdom, and precious stones denoted the capitals. A well-cut tourmaline shone pale blue where High Cadore was cradled between two sharp ridges of the mountain. To the west, Welsel and Shalla rested, twin kingdoms at the snowline of Haut Mountain. Mount Skark squatted above the kingdom of Kenvark and between Cadore and Haut, challenging Cadore for the title of highest in the mountain range. To the east were the kingdoms of Lesser and Greater Magyar on Mag Point, and farthest east was Larpa, the youngest kingdom in the range and claiming the foothills of Far Point. Shennon’s gaze followed the flow of the main river that had its headwaters at the base of Far Point and delineated the entire eastern border of Shlognar as it wandered to the ocean.
A pearl sat right at the center of the coastline of Shlognar. The capital city, Pries, where Shennon lived and worked, truly the jewel of the land. She closed her eyes and could smell the salty sea breeze, and for a moment, the heat of the room felt like sunshine. Of course, it was late spring there now, about to roll into summer, but in winter, it was never as cold as High Cadore. She opened her eyes and ran a finger along the border of her homeland. High Cadore was out of reach even if she stretched out her arm, but Welsel and Shalla hung right at eye level, their closeness supporting the constant war the two had been waging for two hundred years. 
She glanced down at the cabinet that squatted below. It had narrow cubbies filled with rolled parchment, and below them, wide shallow drawers. The top of the cabinet was slanted with a raised edge at the bottom, perfect for laying out the curled parchment. Shennon searched for Shalla and Welsel, finding Welsel first and drew out the thick roll from its cubby. Pressing the layers of parchment flat and pinning them down with the hinged arms mounted for that purpose, she saw a detailed map of the kingdom. As Shennon worked through the layers, seven in all, she noted that as the borders changed, the map was redrawn. The cartographers were gifted but deliberate as well. At least fifty years passed between each new rendition. The oldest was from before the war started, and it delineated the original separation between the two countries. Only the most recent showed the shadowy vagueness of the border the two kingdoms shared.
Shennon raised and lowered the separate sheets, watching the border shift back and forth, though never fully defined as the outer borders were. She flipped open her satchel and pulled out her sketchbook. She suspected the maps were never to leave the anteroom, so she sketched copies of two of the seven, the one just prior to the war and the most current one, drawn less than ten years ago, including their dates and the name of the cartographers who had produced them. Shennon checked the Shalla maps and found they were duplicate copies of those she found for Welsel. Satisfied she had acceptable copies of the two, she rolled the sets up and returned them to their respective cubbies. The drawers beneath had city street maps as well as sketches of notable buildings, sights and rulers. Other parchment sheets listed economic information and trade routes. Shennon promised herself she would look at those more closely after she’d dug into the archives a few days.
As she turned away from the beautiful wall map, her eyes caught sight of a second map also mosaicked and on the lefthand wall of the room. This one was of the archive itself and was less about beauty and more about practicality. It displayed the archives’ layout. She glanced about for the key and remembered the cloth hanging from its mount near the central cabinets. Atop the first cabinet was a wooden tray and within was a drawn copy of the map displayed on the wall. Shennon slid one into her sketchbook and copied the legend on the embroidered cloth, starring those which would help in her investigation of the border conflict.
A snort startled her out of her thoughts, and she searched for its source. Halesa was curled up on the couch sound asleep, a bit of drool sliding down one cheek to dampen a sleeve beneath her head. Satisfied she was comfortably occupied, Shennon turned back to begin her search for the records of the documents she would need. When her eyes began to blur and smart from so much close reading, she stepped back from the drawer she had open before her and took a deep breath. As if the lungful had woken her stomach, it rumbled, and she felt the ache of her hunger. Enough for tonight. She slid the heavy card into its place and pushed the drawer shut. In short order, she had her notebooks and sketches back in her satchel and was ready to leave.
She awoke Halesa with a soft pat on her arm. She sat up and stretched, giving Shennon a sleepy smile. “I’m hungry. Are you?”
Shennon nodded. 
“I’ll take you to the arbitrator’s wing,” Halesa said as she tugged at her twisted uniform. “They have food available all the time. The kitchens will be closed for the rest of the castle.”
“How do you know what time it is?”
“My stomach always knows the time, especially when it’s not going to be fed.”
“Not fed?” Shennon didn’t like the sound of that.
“The dining hall for the staff is closed now. Only the negotiation teams get food when they wish. Their meetings can run overtime, so the kitchen stays open all hours for them.”
“But if you come in with me . . . “
Halesa grinned. “They’ll let me eat in the kitchen with the cook staff.”
“What are you waiting for, Halesa? We’re both starving. Let’s be on our way.” 
Shennon arrived in the arbitrators’ dining room and took a seat alone. Only one small group was present, and they went silent upon her arrival. She knew that the dining hall was considered a non-negotiation space. The group must have assumed with no one else present they could usurp the area, but her presence required they shift to more banal topics. The glaring looks they shared gave away they didn’t appreciate her arrival. She didn’t care, took the last bite of her roll and sat back. The silence and the food was just what she needed after her long week of travel and her odd meeting with the Dragon King.
What a strange audience that was. Shennon shook her head and shifted her thoughts to her planned work for the morning. She put an elbow on the table and nested her chin in her hand.
Her father’s team would arrive in as little as three days. Though her time in the anteroom would help her tomorrow, it hardly made up for the three days she’d been delayed. Shennon sighed. It would be nice to see her father and his assistants: Codger, Gynette and Rod. They made a good team, and she had known Codger since she was a toddler. The old man went everywhere with her father; although, to most unobservant people, he didn’t seem to add anything to the work accomplished. But she remembered her childhood and the times she sat at their feet as her father explained his understanding of some difficult negotiation, and Codger listened. 
She chewed thoughtfully on the tasty butter roll. Half the time, the old man’s head had hung down, and the snorts her father took for interest, disagreement or requests for elaboration, she was often convinced were signs that the man was asleep. She recalled a time she tugged on his breeches, and he’d opened one eye to wink at her. Now and again, old Codger would ask a question that would
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