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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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A dragon the color of burnt brick stalked across the open field of wild golden grain. Maribelle pressed her back against the faded red stone. The crushing of the grain had woken her from her nap in the shadow of Dragon Bone Ridge. She longed to flee, but the ridge of rock ran a hundred yards in either direction and stood at least twenty feet high behind her. She could not escape before it pounced. 
The creature crouched lower as it drew nearer. She watched it approach until it was supine, its snout resting on the ground two feet from where she sat, her legs pulled up tight to her chest, her arms to either side, palms flat to the rough rock. She trembled. Warm breath sent her dark brown hair flying about her, and Maribelle turned her face, felt the jagged stone scrape her cheek and closed her eyes. She wished it were all a dream.
“It is a dream, and I’ve no plan to eat you,” said a resonant male voice. 
“I don’t believe you,” she said, almost surprised enough at her own ability to speak to open her eyes.
The voice sighed in a rumbling sort of way. “I suppose it would have been better to come to you as a kitten or small bird, but I’m a dragon. We’ll adjust.”
“We?”
“You and I. You keep your eyes closed if it helps, and I’ll keep mine open.”
Maribelle thought for a moment. What if he closed his eyes and I opened mine? Then I could run away.
“It’s quite an ingenious idea, except that this is a dream and right now you are sleeping in a field and curled up against my stone body. You’ll think you’re running, but you won’t be. And I’ll have to run after you because this is a dream, and you’ll expect me to do that.” He rumbled his sigh again. “Couldn’t you just accept the situation, and we can have our little talk?”
“If I stay, you’ll char me or eat me or something equally horrible.”
“Is there some rule about closing your eyes to keep a dragon at bay? I could eat you any time I wish, if this weren’t a dream, of course.” He paused a moment. “Are dragons eating people again these days? I didn’t think I was asleep so long that things had changed that much.”
The question was ridiculous, and she couldn’t keep herself from answering, “Dragons are not eating people, at least not that I know of.” Certain as she was that she’d heard of no rampaging, human-eating dragons, she still closed her eyes tighter and pressed her cheek to the stone hard enough to leave an imprint.
“Then why do you think that I will?”
“Dragons also don’t stalk people these days.”
“Was I stalking? I thought I was approaching you in a manner least likely to frighten you.”
She heard a rustle in the grass. I wish I could open my eyes. But her body seemed frozen, eyelids included. What was he doing?
“I suppose any beast with teeth and claws sized and shaped like mine would appear frightening, no matter how restrained he is.” He rumbled another sigh. “I didn’t consider the problem from that angle before. So how about I promise not to eat you?”
Maribelle shook her head. This was too unbelievable. She opened one almond-shaped eye a slit and slammed it shut. The creature was lounging on his side, a forefoot propping his chin, and a claw stuck between two sharp teeth. 
“What makes you so certain this is a dream?” she stuttered.
“Well, for one, if I were this close to you and we were both awake, my breath would have dried you up like a prune. Dragons have exceedingly hot air coming out of our lungs. So, this must be a dream.”
Maribelle wanted to drop her arms to her sides. They were tired and quivering. “Can I move?”
“We are sharing this dream, so I imagine if you want to move, you can.”
“Can I run away?”
“I believe we’ve already discussed this. You could fly away if you wish, but it’s my dream, too, and I want to talk to you, so running away, while quite possible, would just prolong this situation.”
Maribelle took a deep breath and opened her eyes. 
The dragon noticed and quickly dropped his foot down and lay flat on his belly again. “Is this less frightening?” He was pressing himself to the ground, but it did nothing to hide the sharp black spines, crimson at their tips, that continued along the curve of his nostrils, the ridge above his eyes, and down the length of his neck all the way to his quite distant tail. Nor did his eyes look less forbidding, deep black irises around blood-red pupils. 
Cautiously, she dropped her arms, scraping them against the scrabbly stone, and tucked them around her legs and set her chin atop her knees. She was still quaking, and now and then, a shiver ran down her spine.
“That’s much better. I’m Nyle. And your name?”
“Maribelle Kankade.”
“Maribelle, you and I need to come to an understanding.”
“What sort of understanding?” Her brown eyes squinted.
“You help me, and I’ll stay out of your dreams.”
“Could you be more specific?”
“I have a simple barter in mind. There are a few things I need, and I think you’re just the person to supply them.”
He can’t be serious. “You want me to go shopping for you?”
The dragon looked surprised and grew still. Twice he glanced at the ground in front of him before raising his large red eyes back to her. He was so close, and his breath continued to send her long hair tickling her face. Even her blousy pants rhythmically pressed against her shins. If it weren’t for the snugness of the ankle material, they would have probably risen to puff up around her knees. 
Finally, he spoke. “No, I don’t need you to go shopping.” A blast of air hit her, drying her eyeballs. She blinked several times, squeezing her eyes tight enough to make them water. “My apologies; I shouldn’t have told you about my breath. You’re lucky this is a dream. Do be careful though. If you imagine me too well, I could actually fry you with no effort on my part.”
“Does that mean I could turn you into a kitten if I imagined it?”
The dragon narrowed his eyes at her, the red pupils growing intense. “Let’s not get sidetracked. I need you to acquire a few items for me and not at a market.” His lips twisted around his bright white teeth, and the lower lip rode up and covered the bottom of the scaled upper lip. He looked ridiculous, and Maribelle smiled, which made him ask, “Do you like to shop?”
“Not particularly.”
“I thought you might since you smiled at the idea.”
“That wasn’t what made me smile.”
He huffed. 
Maribelle’s hair flew back, and she thought about cool air just in time. 
“I believe we might be getting sidetracked again. But excellent adjustment on the temperature of my breath.”
Maribelle sat forward, feeling a bit more comfortable with the beast. “You said this was a sort of barter. I’m supposed to get these items that are not available at a market for you. What do you do for me?”
“I stay out of your dreams,” he said with a bit of an unspoken, “Of course,” in his tone.
“I haven’t had any problem dreaming in the past, and I am not yet convinced that I’m dreaming now. I don’t think you are offering me much.” 
He huffed. “You can’t have it both ways. Either we’re having this conversation while you are napping quietly in a field on Summer Solstice or you are dreadfully close to a dragon.”
“Let’s say I am dreaming.”
He drawled, “Yes, let’s.”
“You don’t have to be a sarcastic dragon. I might just redream you a lot nicer.” Maribelle pushed her hair behind one ear, pulling a strand from her mouth.
“The name is Nyle, and we are both dreaming. I can’t change you, unfortunately, and you can’t change me, fortunately.” He settled himself on his side and picked at his teeth in a delicate manner similar to drinking tea with one’s pinky sticking out. “The heart of the matter is that I’ve lost some important items and, due to circumstances out of my control, I must ask you to reacquire them for me.”
“So, you will stay out of my dreams.”
“Exactly. I am pleased you are finally getting a sense of this situation.” He sat up on his haunches. “Dragons love a good barter.”
Maribelle followed him with her eyes until her head was tipped almost straight up. “You’re quite daunting.” She had thought him a tarnished red color all over, but now that he was sitting up, she could see his underbelly and chest scales were a creamy beige, with red edges feathering into the lighter color. Black accents marked him as if he were lightly charred on all edges. It all came together; he was the color of hot coals, running anywhere from deep blackish red to flickering pale yellow flames to black. If she didn’t already know his name, she would have dubbed him Charcoal. Terrifyingly beautiful.
The dragon cocked his head to the side and looked at her.
I think he’s preening. I’m dreaming about a conceited dragon.
His eyes tightened. “Maribelle, do you have a good memory? I’m going to tell you a list of items, and you must remember it after you wake up.”
“How long is this list?” She glanced around. The sun was still up, probably about noon. Not much time had passed since she had sat down next to Dragon Bone Ridge for a quiet moment to herself.
“There are six important items. Number one, I am missing a pair of talons, left front foot, on the inside.”
Maribelle looked at the foot under question and perceived no missing talons. She inclined her head at him and quirked her mouth.
“Please keep in mind this is a dream. The parts all appear to be here, but in reality, they are missing. Are you ready for item number two?”
“How can you be missing talons? Wouldn’t you have noticed someone taking them?”
“Of course, I noticed. I just wasn’t in the position to stop him.”
“How can that be? Look at you. You’re huge, frightening, and clearly built to keep someone from running off with your talons.”
“Those are lovely compliments, but the truth be told, I lay here and watched them be taken and did nothing about it.”
Maribelle was gaining confidence, and she sat forward, pinning the dragon with her gaze. “Are you a lazy dragon? Is that why you want me to get your talons back? You’re too lazy to get them yourself?”
The dragon’s head jerked back, and his eyelids slid tight around his eyes. “Maribelle, I don’t think you have any reason to insult me. Besides, you snuck off to nestle up against me and take a nap while your family is working in the field.”
“My family is not working in the field. We own a mercantile. I took a nap because last night I didn’t get any sleep since I was helping my father assist in the birth of two calves.”
The dragon raised a red eyebrow of smooth scales decked with spines. “Doesn’t feel good to be called lazy by someone who doesn’t know the entire story, does it?”
Maribelle lay on her back, her knees bent, and clasped her hands behind her head. “Tell me your story. How did you lose your talons?”
“Actually, it started when I lost my right hip.”
She sat up and stared at the dragon. “Goodness, you let them take your hip, too.”
“Let me start at the beginning.”






  
  Chapter Two
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“I’m a solstice dragon, so every Summer and Winter Solstice I join a thunder of dragons to dream for twenty-four hours. Normally, I arrive early and find a comfortable spot near the center. But on this day, I was delayed. This is not usually a problem as dragons fly swiftly and can cover tremendous distances in little time.” 
“But not this time,” said Maribelle, now resting on her belly, feet swinging in the air behind her while she twisted a stalk of golden grass so that its elongated seed head whipped back and forth.
Nyle blew on the stalk of wheat, stripping the seed head, and ignored her statement. Maribelle watched the seeds fly, each equipped with a thin strand flying out the back like a comet in the night sky. She grabbed at one within reach as it tumbled. Should I imagine it in my hand or imagine I missed it? She shrugged and opened her hand. The golden seed blew off her palm the instant she perceived it. 
The dragon continued his story, pulling Maribelle’s attention back to him. “There was a storm coming, and deep gray clouds tumbled over the Cadore Range. The winds were strong and growing wilder by the hour, and the sun had already set. I was sure I would make it in time if I went south, staying below the storm’s edge. It kept rolling in, and I kept heading south. Time was running out, so I steered straight into the maelstrom, arrowing for the site we had agreed upon.”
“You didn’t make it.”
“Of course, I didn’t make it,” he rumbled his annoyance at being interrupted.
“You’re supposed to be telling me how you lost your parts, but all you’re talking about is a storm.”
“Are you always this rude?”
“I’m hungry, I want to go home, and you are taking too long to get to the point. How did you lose your hip?”
“A miller came by and cut off that portion to use as a grinding stone in his mill.”
“Wouldn’t that take quite a while?”
“Several hours, in fact.”
“And yet, you let him do it.”
“No, I did not. I was asleep during the Summer Solstice, and when I woke up, it was missing.”
“Didn’t you notice him cutting it off?”
“I dreamed someone was chipping away at me, but the dream world is far different from the true world. I thought it a dream, an unpleasant dream, but not reality.” 
His head flumped on the ground as he rolled to his side, and Maribelle felt bad for him. “So, you cannot fly without a hip.”
“I awoke to find myself maimed. I remained stone to consider how I might recover. As long as I am stone, I am fine.”
“Why didn’t your dragon friends stay and help you?”
“Remember, I never made it to the dream site. I landed here in this field and turned immediately to stone and began my solstice dream.”
Maribelle picked up another wheat stalk and began whipping it from side to side. “How long has it been since he took your hip?”
“Forty-nine years.”
Maribelle dropped the stalk and stared at the unhappy dragon. “That is an awfully long time.”
He sighed, flattening the tall grass five feet out from his snout. “Indeed.”
“All this time, you’ve been waiting for someone to help you find your hip. That’s tragic.” 
“I tried someone else, but she didn’t seem to understand that we were dreaming,” said the dragon. “I gave up after a while. I checked in with her now and then in case she had gained some sense, but she got worse instead of better. You seem a great deal more composed and sensible now that you’ve gotten over your fright.” 
“Well, it is just a dream, you know.”
“Right now, it’s a dream, but when you wake up, that is when the work will begin.”
It was probably close to dinner, and it was her turn to prepare the meal. “I will have to go home and help with lunch, or dinner, if I don’t leave sooner. What work are you referring to?”
“The work of finding my missing parts.”
“Six, you said.”
“Six,” said the dragon.
“A hip, two talons and what are the others?”
“Does this mean you’ll help me get them back?” His head slew forward to within a couple feet of her.
“Let’s finish the list first.” Maribelle sat up and dusted herself off. “One hip, two talons…”
“Three scales.”
“Three scales. Dare I guess that there are four of something missing?”
The dragon harrumphed. “This is all hilarious to you, but I assure you there is nothing funny about forty-nine years of lying in a field and watching more people steal parts from my body as if I were some rocky cliff here for the chipping.”
“You are some rocky cliff in a meadow.”
He snarled. “A nostril spine, the left rear elbow and the knucklebone left front.”
Thinking it best to soothe the dragon by taking his concerns seriously, Maribelle said, “Do you know where they all are or who took them? You said a miller took the hip. What about the others?”
“The scales fell off my chest and some old woman took them; she pulled a cart toward town. A farmer who headed east took the talons. The knuckle…”
“Hold on. Maybe we should take this one at a time. Which one was the most recent and how recent are we talking?”
“Ten years ago, an old woman showed up with a handcart. She took the three scales.”
“Describe her. Maybe she’s still alive. Everyone comes to the mercantile if they live in town, and many who don’t come every few months.”
The dragon stared off into the distance. One talon tapped a quiet thudding pattern into the dirt. “Short, with gray hair, wrinkled skin and an old dress.”
Maribelle rolled her eyes. “That describes every old lady in town. Was there anything specific that stood out about her? A limp, a scar, anything?”
“She wore a hat.”
“A hat.” Maribelle glared at the dragon. “What color was the hat, what material, what shape, did it have flowers on it, and if so, what flowers?”
“Hold on. I have an idea.” Nyle closed his eyes and sat perfectly still. 
Maribelle watched him think and then grew bored and scrutinized him. His scales were as large as a man’s chest, and in contrast, tiny shell-like scales marched along his brow and around his eyes. An opportunity to examine a dragon up close doesn’t come to many, and she took advantage of it. Just as she leaned close to peruse a foot, she realized something had changed in the dream. Maribelle looked to her left. Until now, all she had heard was his rumbling voice, a light hush of breeze through the swaying grain, and occasionally her own heartbeat when he would startle her. But now she heard a rattle and inconsistent bump coming around the side of him.
She got up from the ground and took a few steps past his massive shoulder. The dragon was still quiet, with his eyes shut. Past the base of his tail trudged an old woman pulling a child’s toy cart behind her. Though she was wearing a faded tan dress, a little overdone in thick threaded lace, a round, floppy blue hat showing its age, and overlarge ankle-high boots, it was the cart that convinced Maribelle she knew exactly who this woman was. The apparition, for it couldn’t be real, grew closer as it made its way along the side of the beast, her dragging steps a guarantee it would take a while before she arrived at the head of the meditating dragon.
“Widow Rossy took your scales.”
The dragon opened his eyes, looked over his shoulder at the old woman trudging along, her head facing down to watch her steps, her round, faded-blue hat bobbing. “Yes, she is the one.”
“She died two years ago. How did you bring her into our dream?”
“I didn’t. She’s the same as the tall grass you see around us, the ridge at your back, the breeze, just background in our mutual dream.” He blew at the old woman, and she disintegrated into the air like a swarm of pale butterflies disturbed after a long stint of flying on their yearly migration. The dull tan flakes flew up and out of sight.
“But she’s dead. How am I going to find your scales?”
“She must have lived somewhere. Can’t you search her home? Check with her family?”
“She lived in a little shack all by herself, no family that I know of. I might look for your scales there. It’s empty and neglected. But ten years is a long time. Is that really the most recent loss you’ve suffered?”
“I am falling apart, losing pieces small and large all the time. The weather is cracking them off. If it wasn’t for thermodynamics, I would be in much better shape, and she never would have been able to take my scales. But they fell from my chest, and she picked them up and carted them off.”
“Does that mean I have to locate all the pieces that have fallen off?”’
“Just the ones that have left the area. When I can awaken safely, I’ll be whole and able to leave. Every piece will return to its proper place.”
“So, just the six you told me about?”
“Just those six.” His head tipped as if he was listening to something. “I think it is time you woke up,” the dragon said. “Someone is coming.”
The nudge to her hip registered first, then the scream in her ear. “Wake up!”
Maribelle’s eyes flew open, and she faced the owner of the voice. Aunie, her younger sister, was squatting next to her and looking smug at finding her and waking her up. The girl was fifteen, with hair a few shades lighter than Maribelle’s dark brown. Where Maribelle wore hers down her back in loose ties, Aunie kept hers chin length and pressed behind her ears. Her full-toothed grin showed a gap between the middle uppers, which she liked to squirt water through. Maribelle found comfort in the fact there hadn’t been ready water nearby.
“Aunie, back up and let me rise.” She stood and looked at the faded-red rock she’d been cuddled up to. In her dream, the ridge had seemed to go to right and left a long distance. She was surprised to see the head of the ridge was just to her left, though it rose a good twenty feet high. Nyle must have wanted to look larger than life. If that wasn’t just a dream.
Aunie took a step back, giving her sister just enough space to not bump into her. She leaned in close. “I found you.”
“I wasn’t hiding.” Maribelle didn’t look at her sister. The dream was fresh in her mind, and she wanted to inspect the dragon-shaped stone, dragon-shaped if one used her imagination. The head of the dragon was a misshapen square block. Maribelle walked around to face it from the front. A slab of stone lay shattered on the ground just beneath the head. She looked at it closely, realizing at once that when the pieces came together, it would have borne a strong resemblance to a snout, fangs, spines, nostrils and all. She’d played around the ridge all her life and, like everyone else in the area, called it Dragon Bone Ridge; still she had never considered how much it resembled a dragon.
“What are you doing?” Aunie had followed her and stood at her shoulder. “Mom wants you home to prepare lunch. More stock came in, and she has to do inventory.”
Maribelle ignored her. Which side had the knuckle missing? Maribelle crouched and brushed her hand over a low ridge of stone extending from the right side. Most of it was buried beneath years of turned-up soil and harvesting. But there was enough stone to view it as an outstretched leg. Sure enough, there was a divot as if someone had knocked off one of the protrusions that gave the stone the form of a clawed foot. Clawed foot. She walked around the broken snout to the other side. Two talons, inside front. She didn’t bother crouching. Another dent in an extended run of the stone matched Nyle’s claim. She shivered. If the hip bone is missing, too, is that enough proof that I didn’t dream this all up? She toyed with the pendant that hung around her neck. I played on this ridge in childhood, rode the dragon in imagined battles for years. I could have remembered all these flaws and created a dream to fit.
She strode down the side of the exposed rock in the middle of the meadow of wild grain. Her fingers rolled the two-inch-long pendant over her thumb pad, feeling the filigreed gold as it pressed into her skin. In the bright sunlight, she squinted at the red rock. She could see the drill sites where the miller had forced the stone to split and release a semi-round wheel of stone. The whole hip bore a gouge that made her wince with how much that must have hurt when Nyle awoke from his sleep. Of course, that was only if it were more than just a dream. When she was a child, she’d used the gouge to mount the ridge to reach the back so she could run to the head and straddle where the neck met the body.
“Are you coming, Maribellie?”
How she hated that nickname, yet Aunie seemed to think it would get her what she wanted from her older sister. 
“Yeah, in a minute,” she growled. 
Maribelle released the pendant and felt it land solidly against her breastbone. How could it be an actual dragon? Sure, there were solstice dragons, and everyone knew they slept on solstice days, but she didn’t know anyone who had ever seen one sleeping, and no one mentioned that they turned to stone. She shook her head. It had to be just a dream. She put her hands on her hips, mentally shoved the remains of the ridiculous idea that this was an actual dragon caught in stone and headed after Aunie, who was already striding across the field toward town.

      [image: image-placeholder]Aunie couldn’t or wouldn’t cook to save her life, but she was good at gathering the ingredients. “Black pepper or lemon pepper?” she called from the pantry closet, her voice moderated by the enclosed space.
“Lemon,” said Maribelle as she prepared the seasoned flour for the chicken breasts lying on the stone cutting board. 
The kitchen was behind the store along with the dining room, but the rest of the living quarters for the family were upstairs. Between the hall to the kitchen and the mercantile was a room used to organize new stock, negotiate complex sales, and maintain the books. It separated the private portion of the building from the public. 
Maribelle could hear her mother, Cesly Kankade, singing to herself in the store’s back room as she worked her way through the boxes of supplies that had arrived that morning. “Grab the paprika as well,” said Maribelle.
The stove was already stoked and the skillet sizzled, the lard popping. Maribelle lifted the cast-iron pan and shifted it to the back to cool a bit until the chicken was ready. A few oil drops splashed on her hand, and she shook it as she winced. The dough for the rolls was ready to be shaped having been prepared early in the morning by her mother. A bowl of mashed potatoes sat close to the heat to stay warm.
“Come on, Aunie. What’s keeping you?”
“Did you know we have apple jam in here?” Aunie said from the pantry door. She held a jar of the jam along with the two clay pots with the spices.
Maribelle looked over her shoulder at her sister. “Bring it out. We can put it on the rolls.”
Aunie set the items on the counter. “Do you need anything else? I want to go read.”
“Set the table first. Then go enjoy your book.”
“You can set the table while everything’s cooking, Maribellie.”
“No, I can’t. I have to turn the chicken, heat up the peas and shape the rolls.” Maribelle gestured, her fingers fluttering. “Scoot along and set the table. It won’t take you long. If you started when I asked, you’d be done already.”
“I hate it when you say that.” Aunie sorted through the drawer for utensils, making more noise than necessary.
The skillet was back on the stove, starting to sputter again. Maribelle tossed the chicken in the bowl with the seasoned flour and tipped it side to side to coat it. “I’m not crazy about how you delay the inevitable.”
The four plates clattered one by one on the stack she was building. Aunie turned to face her. “You know your attitude is the reason Jeb married the Crowly girl.”
“That didn’t hurt, Aunie. Try again.” Maribelle lay the coated breast in the pan. “He and I agreed we weren’t right for each other, and I’m happy he found Girta.”
“Bet you’re not happy you didn’t find someone.”
Maribelle turned around and faced her sister who still hadn’t set anything on the table. “You know, raw chicken isn’t good to eat.”
“I’m not eating raw chicken.”
“Don’t be so certain. I’m the one cooking the meal here and will be the one serving it as well. You’ll eat what I put on your plate or cook your own meal.” She turned back around and flipped a sizzling breast. Behind her, things banged on the table. The cupboard door smacked shut, and the plates were next to knock the worn wood tabletop.
Their mother called from the workroom, “Aunie, raw chicken is better than no lunch at all. Do as you’re told.” Maribelle pretended she hadn’t heard. She was certain Aunie was waiting to see her turn around sporting a satisfied grin. She had learned it worked out better if Aunie was reprimanded without any added response from Maribelle.
Her little sister took a different tact. “You missed the Solstice Day celebrations last night. You’re going to wish you’d been there when you hear what happened.”
“Oh, I already wished that last night while I was helping Dad with the birthing, but there’s always tonight.” Their father was a farmer’s son and had never quite taken to the town life. He started the business and ran the mercantile well, but he also kept his family’s small plot of land at the edge of town for growing vegetables and keeping a small herd of goats and cows.
Aunie’s tone grew contrite. “I forgot about the birthing.”
Maribelle kept silent. Aunie wasn’t as selfish as she liked to portray herself. In a minute, her sister would find a way to be kindly.
“They had some nice dancing music last night,” Aunie said. “They’ll probably have some more tonight, so you won’t really have missed so much. Table’s done.”
“Thank you, Aunie.” Maribelle turned around. “It looks lovely. Go read your book. I’ll call you when lunch is ready.”
Her day went along as it generally did. Her father Dunn “Big Kade” Kankade and her elder brother, whom most people called Half Kade, would clean the kitchen afterward, though Maribelle tended to clean as she worked, leaving them usually only the dishes to deal with. Her mother would prep the evening meal, freeing up Maribelle to work on the store’s bookkeeping needs for the day. They worked well together, maintaining the business. Aunie did the least, but Maribelle expected that to change soon since their customer base had grown considerably in the last two years. 
After she finished the bookkeeping, she was too tired to want to go to the celebration, picking up where it left off the previous night. She sat at her window and watched the young men peeling the girls off from their huddled group to dance in the light of the lanterns strung along the boardwalk. She enjoyed the sound of laughter sometimes overpowering the music as young couples moved in and out of the shadows to the beat.
Maribelle was comfortable with her role in life. She sat with her chin in her hand, her elbow balanced on the window ledge. She had to be; few of the men in town viewed her as anything other than Big Kade’s eldest daughter, a sort of untouchable. She had to admit the elder men, married or widowed, had no problem flirting with her. They had always pretended when she was little that they wanted to run off and marry her one day when she grew up. Some still made the claim as if they were yet to notice she was grown up. After she and Jeb changed course, no one stepped in to fill the void. There is no void. She slid her nightgown out from under her pillow and got ready for bed. Nope, no void at all.
The music still playing in the town square danced through her open window. She closed her eyes and plumped her pillow. What she needed was a good night’s sleep.
“Hello, Maribelle. Have you found my scales yet?”
She sat up in bed; the music had died down in the town square outside her window. Only a flute was playing. Most of the townsfolk must have headed home. She could hear intermittent murmurs filtering in through her window and into the dark. “What? Who was that?”
“Nyle,” the deep voice said. “You’re dreaming. It only seems like you’re sitting up in bed.”
“That’s ridiculous. I can hear a flutist outside my window.”
“Just part of the background. Did you find my scales?”
“You really are talking to me in my sleep?”
“Yes. Can we get back to the status of my scales? Have you found them?”
“Are you in my room?” She peered into the shadows beyond the moonlight slanting into the room.
“You’re dreaming, Maribelle. I wouldn’t fit in your room. But if you want me to, I suppose I could add myself to the dream. I wouldn’t feel cramped if I don’t want to, but you might feel a bit crowded.”
“No, I’m fine with you not really being here.” Maribelle lay back in her bed. “Are you sure I’m dreaming? I can feel my bed and my pillow, even my nightgown folded uncomfortably under my hip.” She blinked her eyes and looked around her room. Everything was where it belonged. Nightstand to her right, dresser across from the foot of the bed, open window with curtains lightly stirring, door closed, the edge clipped off from being too close to the hip roof. It was a small room. Yup, no dragon here.
“Imagine the nightgown lying flat, and you’ll feel fine.”
Maribelle did as suggested and felt better immediately. “I guess I am dreaming.”
“So, about the scales.”
“I didn’t have time to look for your scales. I have work that I do. I cook, clean, do the bookkeeping, clerk and sometimes, if I’m lucky, I even have time for myself, though not today.”
“I’ve nothing but time for myself. Will you look for my scales tomorrow?”
She covered her head with her arms.
“Maribelle, I can see you.”
“I’m not hiding. I’m thinking. I suppose I can find time to check Widow Rossy’s house.”
“Thank you. I’ve been thinking about my talons. I can tell you what the farmer looked like.”
She let her arms fall to either side of her head. “How long ago did he take your talons?”
“Forty-three years ago.”
“Nyle?”
“Yes.”
“I won’t recognize someone from that long ago. Let me work on locating the scales before we begin looking for another bit of you.”
“Do you remember all of them? What if you come across one and don’t realize because you forgot?”
She huffed. “One hip joint, two talons, three scales, a knuckle, an elbow and a nostril spike.”
“Left front knuckle, back left elbow, right hip.”
“I remember, Nyle. Talons from the right front foot, inside, and the scales are from your chest.”
“Very good, Maribelle.”
“I’m good at numbers. Bookkeeper, remember. Now let me have my own dreams. I’ll look for your scales tomorrow.”
“Good night, Maribelle.”
“Good night, Nyle.”
She rolled onto her side and told herself to dream about butterflies, but they kept shooting flames out their mouths and losing their wings. Maribelle woke up exhausted. 
Lying flat on her back, she muttered, “If I tell myself I’m well rested, will I feel better?” 
She spent the morning helping in the store. They were busier than usual. Mrs. Biddle had to be reminded that she had already bought two bags of flour the previous week and should not order more until she had used it up. However, according to their records, she was out of sugar, marmalade and molasses. Maribelle got the confused woman on her way home with the Gilstrap boy carrying her sack. Then there was Mrs. Ronst who worried about Mirabelle’s unmarried state and offered to introduce her to a cousin from Becksburg next week. Maribelle wasn’t sure if she talked her out of it or not, but she did find the calico print the woman wanted and wrapped up two yards of it for her. Mr. Humphy asked her again to run away with him and managed to walk three steps without his cane. She suggested he ask again next month when the summer rush had settled down at the store. She didn’t want to leave her parents in the lurch. He agreed, and she knew she wouldn’t see him for another two months. Half Kade lugged his order to his wagon and sent him on his way. 
The three Gardner sisters tried on all the new pre-made dresses and didn’t buy a single one, but giggled so much even Half Kade didn’t grumble about their efforts to keep him occupied with, “Do you like this dress on me, HK?” They were the only people in town who called him HK. Most called him the nickname Half Kade, and Maribelle called him Kady. He was too good-natured to demand everyone stick to one name.
By noon, Maribelle couldn’t wait to prepare lunch and scoot out to the Widow Rossy’s tumbledown shack.
She gathered the dishes from the table and put them in the tub by the sink. Half Kade and her father took over the cleanup just as she stepped out the backdoor.
“Maribelle?” said her father.
She poked her head inside the door. “Yes, Pop.”
“The Cadris house shows occupation. You should drop by there this week, the sooner the better.”
Maribelle nodded and shut the door. She grumbled as she headed down the three short steps to their small backyard and direct access to the alleyway. “Why is it promises people make as children are never forgotten?” 
Lady Cadris had made Maribelle promise when she was three to be her companion when she was of age until she married. Everyone in town seemed to know of the promise and not one single individual let her forget it. It appeared that the citizens of Tugglend all felt they gained some of the prestige that came with the position. 
Being companion to a wealthy lady who did nothing but read, piddle at needlepoint and visit with the other equally bored upper class of Tugglend was hardly worth the gossip it inspired. Now Maribelle had to add that to her list of growing activities. Bookkeeper, lunch preparer, clerk in the mercantile, dragon-parts retriever and now entertainment committee. No, she was not going to have any time to herself. Maybe she should shuffle away with Mr. Humphy. She trudged along and worked at pulling herself out of her glum mood.
The back alley rambled behind the stores that lined the main road through Tugglend. It was a wide path, enough for two wagons to pass comfortably, and wildflowers grew along its borders. The other side of the alley had a stone wall that separated it from the backyards of homes and small businesses that didn’t get enough customers to earn the needed money to have a place on the main road. Widow Rossy’s shack was at the north end of town along the alley. Maribelle strode the rutted way, creating a necklace of flowers as she went. There was a piebald pony a half a mile down the path that would come running to the stone wall to greet her. She planned to put the necklace on him then watch him pull at it until he had the colorful chain dangling from his mouth as he munched.
“Peppy,” called Maribelle joyfully. The multicolored pony stretched out his head, and she slipped the flower necklace on him. “Don’t you look handsome today? You’ve been brushed this morning.” She patted his neck and laughed as he worked to grab the flowers hanging at his chest with his nimble, soft lips. The flower chain was just short enough that he could not curl his neck the proper degree to get a grip at it. She laughed. “I think you’re going to need a little help.” She lifted a flower head within reach, and he tugged at it, breaking the chain and tossing his head as he chewed at the linked blossoms.
A pat to his forehead and she continued on down the alley. Maribelle could already see the widow’s shack leaning in the tall grasses and overgrown bushes that were taking it over. 
She stood on the grassy edge of the alley and played with her necklace, running the pendant back and forth along the chain. “What would the widow have used three scales for? A counter, birdbaths? She did love to feed the birds and squirrels.” 
Maribelle worked her way through the thick grass and vines until she reached the entrance. The door was hanging off one hinge and crooked open enough for her to squeeze through. Light filtered in through a hole in the roof and the three broken windows of the two-room shack. A few sticks of furniture remained: a chair in pieces by the fireplace, the headboard of the bedstead, but no other parts to it. Torn curtains and other debris littered the dirt floor. 
“What a dilapidated place to live alone in, not that it would have been any pleasanter had she had company.” Maribelle turned over the debris with her toe to check for items on the floor and searched the small space. It had been picked clean. The fireplace still had cinders, yet the firebox was incomplete. The back and side walls had been removed. She could still make out the scrapes in the ash where the three sections had been dragged through. “Three sides to the firebox are gone.” She cocked her head and examined the shape of the chipped concrete that had held the pieces in place. Whatever had been used was curved at the top and narrow at the bottom, so they had been wedged together at slight angles, the firebox base and brick fascia shaped to accommodate them. Three dragon scales perhaps. If so, they were taken along with anything else of value. “Where did they end up?” 
Maribelle stood and brushed the knees of her blousy pants and straightened her tunic. She continued to search the shack, giving the barren bedroom a cursory check before exiting and tramping through the grasses to the back. An old chicken coop was collapsed in the space, but otherwise there was nothing to search through. She stamped her feet about the overgrown yard in case the scales were lying on the ground beneath the weeds. Along with a slithering grass snake and several small rodents, she unearthed an old hoe rusted to uselessness, two iron decorative fence toppers shaped like ducks that she put in her pocket, and the flat remains of a dead rabbit. “So, no dragon scales today.”






  
  Chapter Three
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“Maribelle.” 
“Hello, Nyle,” she replied sleepily. “No, I didn’t find your scales. But I think I know how she used them. I’ll be looking at fireplaces for a while. When I find them, I’ll let you know.”
“You should start looking for my talons or my elbow or both.”
“Nyle, I don’t have that much free time. I can’t find all the pieces at once. And when and if I find your scales, they won’t be easy to acquire or carry to the meadow.” She plumped her pillow and rolled on her side. “This is going to take time.”
“I’ve already waited a long time. You’re the first person in forty-nine years who will actually listen to me.”
“I don’t have much choice. You’re interrupting my dream. Which, by the way, was peaceful.” She sat up. “You spoke to someone else, but they wouldn’t listen?”
“Yes, a fragile mind on that one. Not like you at all.”
“Fragile. How?” Maribelle ran a finger along the chain of her necklace.
“Maribelle, discussing someone who is of no use to me will not help you get my parts back.”
The breeze picked up through her window, billowing her linen curtains and blowing her long hair across her mouth. She brushed the strands aside as she spoke. “I just want to make sure having you in my dreams will not result in my mind becoming fragile.”
“It would have already happened. Now about that farmer.”
“I want to sleep. We’ll talk about the farmer tomorrow.”
“Why wait? We’re talking now.”
“I didn’t sleep well last night after we talked. I would like to sleep well tonight.”
“You are sleeping right now. It’s not as if I’m waking you up. That would defeat the purpose of talking to you in your dreams.”
“Nyle. We’ll talk tomorrow.”
“I want you to search tomorrow. What if you do know this farmer?”
“This is what you meant by staying out of my dreams once I find all your parts.” She buried her face in her pillow.
“Yes.”
Maribelle rolled over onto her back, her arms spread wide on the bed. “Two can play at this, dragon. If you don’t let me sleep quietly, with my own pleasant dreams, I won’t look for your parts.”
“You can’t shut me out of your dreams. In the end, you’ll see it my way.”
“Does this mean that right now you’re going to leave me to my dreams?”
“This farmer was wearing big overalls and a loose cotton shirt. His hat was made of straw and had a wide brim.”
“You’re describing a farmer, nothing unusual,” she complained.
“I can have him walk around your room.”
“I don’t want a strange man in my room. You said he headed east. Was there a marker or other visible feature he walked in the direction of?”
“You know the big tree on the east side at the edge of the meadow?”
Everyone knew that tree. Every child for a hundred years had climbed that tree. “What about it?”
“He walked directly toward it, then around it and continued in that direction.”
“Sedgewood Farms, much reduced in size these many years. Mr. Humphy lives there now.”
“Will you visit him tomorrow?”
“Nyle, I will not visit him tomorrow if you don’t go away and let me sleep alone.”
“Good night, Maribelle.”
“Good night, Nyle.”
Like I really want to visit Mr. Humphy, whom I thought I wouldn’t have to humor for another couple months. She rolled on her side and murmured, “This time, bunnies that barely breathe and can keep track of their own tails.”
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Mrs. Ronst caught her at the register and told Maribelle her cousin was coming into town in the next few days. “I received a mailer from him. He’s a lovely boy. I’ll bring him by as soon as he gets here.” She set a bag of roasted nuts on the counter and rummaged in her huge bag for some copper coins. Half Kade rang up the sale, giving his sister a sympathetic shrug.
“Let him get settled in first, Mrs. Ronst,” said Maribelle already heading back to her bookkeeping. “A drive from Becksburg can be quite tiring.” With any luck, he’ll be bewitched by some other girl while avoiding his elder cousin’s efforts to match him to the daughter of this local business owner.
“Oh, he’s a hardy young man; a drive like that won’t affect him any,” she countered. Her roasted nuts in hand, she followed on the other side of the counter as Maribelle strode to the rear of the store.
“How fortunate for you that he wants to drive so far to visit with you,” said Maribelle, only inches from escape. One step more and she’d be in the backroom.
“He is my favorite. Such a nice boy, and I always encourage him to visit. All he’s been able to arrange is once a year each summer.”
Maribelle took another half step, putting her right in the doorway. “It must be hard to get away for the time needed to drive here, stay a few days and drive back. I wouldn’t dream of getting in the way of his time with his favorite cousin.”
Before the woman could say another word, and it was clear there were more words to follow, going by the set of her mouth, Maribelle escaped and shut the door behind her.
A hand on her hip, she huffed. Dragons in my dreams, little old men making offers for my hand, a wealthy bored dowager demanding my companionship and now a local matchmaker planning to marry me off to her cousin. Maribelle crushed the receipts in her hand. The noise of the paper crumpling called her back to her task. She returned to the desk, smoothed out the sales tickets, checked the morning register against them and added the amount to the master ledger. Pushing the book to the back of the desk, she reached for the month’s folder. After stuffing the slips into the proper slot, she rotated the stool’s flat seat back and forth and grumbled, “What I wouldn’t do for a couple hours of quiet.”
Dunn Kankade stepped in from the kitchen, a slab of cornbread in his hand. “Would you take an order to Maarky’s Tavern for me?”
Maribelle smiled. She’d made the cornbread especially for him. “Sure, Pop. Is it already loaded?”
“I’ll have Half Kade taking care of it in a few minutes. It should give you a good hour to gather your wits. Will that do?”
She gave him a hug. “That will do. It’s a good fifty minutes more than I had hoped for.”
He tugged a lock of her hair and gave her a peck on the cheek. “We do depend on you, my Belle. Sometimes a bit too much, I suspect.”
“It’s good to be needed, Pop.”
“Better to be appreciated, I think.” He stepped aside to let her pass through the doorway. “Don’t let Lady Cadris take up too much of your time either. Tell her an hour after luncheon is all you can get away. We need all the help we can get at the store every day. Then take a walk and spend some time on yourself for a change. I’ll cover for you.”
She planted both fists on her hips. “What are you up to, Pop?”
“Well, that’s a good thanky for your considerate Pop.” But the grin on his face took any sting of reprimand from his voice.
“I’m going to figure it out.” She shook a finger at him.
“When you do, you’ll thank me.”
“Ha.” She laughed and headed for the stairs to their rooms above. If she was going to make a delivery to Maarky’s Tavern, she’d need to make a few adjustments to her wardrobe. It was fine to wear her blousy work trousers about midtown, at the store or even in the fields, but to deliver as an employee of Kankade’s Mercantile, she’d need to dress the part. Some time for herself each day, particularly after a visit to the Cadris house did sound lovely. She quirked her mouth. However, her Pop didn’t do anything, even little kindnesses, without a purpose. Now, what was it this time?
Maribelle changed her more casual trousers for a light blue, well-fitted pair. The material held a full blousy poof around her legs, thigh to calf, then tapered to a wide snug cuff at the ankle. The tunic she pulled on was sleeveless and navy blue with light blue edging along the embroidered ankle-length cloth that covered the division between her legs. She removed the two ties that secured her waist-length hair, braided the temple hair back and incorporated the two thin braids into a thick side woven plaiting. She tied it off with a ribbon of pale blue.
She stepped back from her mirror. “There, that should keep the wolves at bay.” Her father was known all through Tugglend, but that didn’t mean that everyone would behave themselves. Arriving as a representative of Kankade’s Mercantile would require the owner of Maarky’s Tavern to deal with her personally and keep his customers under control. Old Maarky would have done it without her dressing the part, but it made it easier on both if his clientele were informed from the start. Then he didn’t have to explain why he’d smashed their noses if they stepped out of line. Of course, it also meant she didn’t have to explain her own methods either. Big Kade didn’t raise any fools. Even Aunie could defend herself if she needed to.
Half Kade should have the wagon loaded by now, so Maribelle headed through the store and out the double door entrance. The wagon was out front, and Half Kade had just slid the last of the order into the bed. Mack and Brewster stood swishing their tails at the pestering flies. Must be about two in the afternoon, she figured. The flies would be out for another hour, but once the wagon was moving, she’d not notice them nor would the horses. They tended to stay below three feet in this dry weather, which meant her snug ankle bands would keep the buggers from bothering her.
“Okay, Mar, that’s the whole load,” said Half Kade. He was as broad as their father in the shoulder though still not full height at twenty years old. His close-cropped hair curled at his temple and around his neck with sweat. The dark locks stuck to his skin. “Drive them slow; it’s a heavy one.”
She nodded and mounted the wagon and took up the reins.
Her brother stood at the side of the wagon and put up his index finger. “Even if an employee suggests you park in back, don’t. Park further up or down the street but not in the back. Been a bit of trouble in the rear lot. Maarky has plenty of support to unload the wagon and carry the order a block if necessary.”
“Okay, Kady. Thanks for the heads-up.” She slid the brake back and snapped the reins lightly on Mack’s and Brewster’s withers. The two horses lunged forward and pulled the wagon into a steady roll.
Half Kade yelled one last time out to her. “Mar, I’ll come looking for you if you’re not back in an hour.”
“Counting on it, big brother,” she called over her shoulder.
The heat was keeping most of the citizens indoors today. Maribelle could feel the sweat beginning to trickle down her back and her neck. She gave the team a flick of the reins to speed them up a bit and create a breeze for her. She sighed at the coolness it generated along her temples. The Hout Plains were known for their warm summers and moderate winters, but occasionally a heavy snowstorm in winter could hit or a heat wave at midsummer. The main road drifted through town like a meandering river, following its long past days of being just a wayside stop along the plains. Now it was swathed in businesses of all kinds and had been for Maribelle’s life, and probably her father’s forty-five years as well. 
Most of the businesses had upper stories for living quarters, the ground level and sometimes the second story dedicated to retail space. There were two large hotels in town and several taverns, but when one spoke of The Tavern, they meant Maarky’s. 
It was located at the north end and got first pickings of those traveling from the Cadore kingdoms. The businesses were more geared toward the locals the further south along the main road one traveled. The mercantile her father owned was at the midway point and drew both locals and the occasional stranger passing through.
Maribelle fell into daydreaming. She enjoyed working for her father’s shop and looked forward to one day running her own. The front door would be extra wide so she could have it open during their frequent clement weather. She wanted the interior to be bright, with wide aisles and cheerful help. She was content to stock her imagined store as the team plodded along.
A faint voice intruded. “Have you found my talons yet?”
“What? Nyle is that you? I thought you only spoke when I was sleeping.” 
“Daydreams work, too, just takes a bit more effort. But you hear me okay?”
This cracks egg; he even has access to my daydreams. “You do sound a bit far away.”
“You seem to be moving. That makes it harder.”
“I’m in a wagon heading uptown.”
“Oh, so you’re not yet at the Sedgewood Farm.”
“I’m working, Nyle. I probably won’t be going to Sedgewood today.”
Nyle had either stopped talking or couldn’t maintain the stretch in his magic that made it possible to talk to her in a daydream. She suspected he was annoyed with her, and she’d probably get a dream full tonight.
Maribelle blinked her eyes and gauged how far she had come along the road. Another five minutes would bring her to the tavern. The businesses were taller and advertised items directed at travelers. It was at this end one would find brothels and gaming establishments. She’d better be alert for the remainder of the drive. The boardwalk was more crowded than midtown had been, the people more likely to strut than stroll from shop to shop.
Maarky’s Tavern was easy to pick out. It was an old building, though still three stories in height, with a sharply slanted roof rather than the more modern hip-roof style. There was a slot she could ease the wagon into near the front doors of the tavern, and she coaxed the team expertly between two encroaching wagons.
“Well, aren’t you pretty,” said a man leaning by the doorframe of the screen door.
Maribelle gave him a nod, knowing ignoring just made them try harder, and smart remarks gave them ammunition. She stepped off the wagon and grabbed the clipboard stuck between two crates. She strode into the tavern, the screen door swinging easily on its hinges and banging into place. The smell of alcohol was strongly present, but so was lemon oil. The furnishings were bright and clean, the floor well swept. The front of the tavern was well in the public areas, but the back was dark and private. A new bartender stood at the front end of the bar, but Curly was chatting with customers in the darker section. Both men looked her way. Curly nodded, gave her a smile and excused himself from his customers. A black iron horse wedged the back-room door open, and a nice breeze was idling through the building.
“Mary Belle Kan Kade, you here to deliver our order?” Curly came around the bar and greeted her, but he didn’t head her way. At her affirmation, he signaled to the new man to hold the fort and disappeared into the back room. Never could get that man to say her name right.
She ignored the attention she was getting from all six patrons in the tavern and took her business to the center spot at the bar. She set the clipboard down on the rag-swept, polished wood and looked at the stock racked up on the wall behind the bar. The quiet talking resumed behind her. She caught the eye of the new man. “That Spicker’s Rum is getting hard to acquire. We’ve heard they may be shutting down. Expect a run on it.” The room grew quiet at her making conversation. The barman slid his gaze her way, but before he could speak, his attention shifted to the back of the room.
The owner’s voice preceded him through the back door. “Maribelle, how are you today?” Maarky rocked his way toward her. His right leg was misshapen, but he never complained of discomfort. He was a small man, no more than four feet tall, but his voice and attitude gave him height other men could only dream of. A grin split his face. “My favorite Kankade. I’ll have my boys out in a minute to unload your wagon. What’s this about Spicker’s Rum? Is my order short?”
“We were able to meet your requirements but expect it to dwindle by the end of the month. What we’re hearing is Old Spicker passed, and the son’s not interested in taking over. He’s placed the business for sale, but you know how that all goes. Likely he won’t share the recipe with the buyer and will sell it separate to the highest bidder.”
Maarky screwed up his face in consideration. “Guess I’ll be raising the price tomorrow.” He gave a significant look to his customers. A few raised their hands to press Curly for refills. “You have a nice eye on the market, and I thank you for the heads-up. Soon as the boys have my order unloaded, I’ll settle up with you. Come join me in back.”
He turned on his twisted heel and rocked away. Maribelle followed, catching up to him quickly, clipboard in hand. As she passed close to a table, darkly shadowed at the back, a man rose and leaned in. Maarky rocked into him sending the man back into his seat. Maarky looked him in the eye. With the man seated, they were level with each other. “Sorry, fella. Guess you and I may have to adjust how we take up space in my tavern.” The man shifted his seat back under the table.
Maribelle looked to Curly behind the bar. Where the long wood bar had been clear, there now lay a massive bat just inches from Curly’s fingers, which were tapping lightly on the bar. Curly always backed up Maarky, and Maarky rarely needed it. 
Maarky turned his back on the man in the chair and gestured Maribelle to precede him through the door. She stepped by him with a calm smile on her face as if nothing had happened at all.
“Your pop and I are planning on doing a bit of classic dealing,” he said, entering the back room with her. “I hear you’ve been keeping some special stock. You want to participate?”
“I’ll consider it. What have you to trade?” she said, joining him in a parlor set just off the stockroom. Where the chairs in the tavern were only wood, built for heavy usage, the parlor furniture was elegant, with sweeping lines and vibrant upholstery. She sat in a winged chair by a small round table. He sat in its twin on the other side. Two tumblers of ice and a pitcher of sauberade, moisture running down its cold sides, sat on the table.
“Hmm.” He poured them both a glass. “What does a young lady of your spirit and interest want that I might actually have in my establishment? That’s going to take some thought.”
“My stock can continue to age while you figure it out.”
He shook his head in admiration. “You are a Kankade.” He looked around his parlor. “I have that lovely painting there.” He pointed at an oil painting of the Cadore mountain range. It was of considerable size with a finely gilded and carved wooden frame.
“It’s lovely, but I haven’t space for such art at this time. Hang onto it. I might reconsider years from now.” Maribelle gave the room a quick perusal just to be fair. She doubted anything he had displayed would catch her eye. Her gaze did stutter when it drifted past the fireplace; however, she continued her examination, giving the painting another look just to keep him guessing.
“Painted by the High Cadore king himself.”
“As I said, hang onto it for a bit. I might change my mind.” She leaned forward in her chair to look more closely at the fireplace. “Is that a Chesney figurine?” Maribelle went to the fireplace, her head raised as if her attention were directed at the mantle, but her eyes were looking down at the firebox. No fire burned, and it had been well cleaned at the end of the season. The firebox was unusual. The three sides canted outward and concave, the bottom portions narrowed so that the base of the firebox was smaller than the chase. She took the figure carefully in hand and backed up a step so she could look past it to the fireplace. Each section of the firebox had multifaceted interior cuts like the interior of a well-cut diamond might look if one could stand inside and gaze outward. Dragon scales. That is what I will bargain for. She tipped the figurine upside down and gave Maarky a look, her eyebrow raised. “Not a Chesney, Bouvea. Very tasteful, barman.”
“Very costly, Maribelle.”
“Yes, a bit too steep for me.” She set the figurine back on the mantle and returned to her chair. “The sauberade is delicious.”
“I recall when you were a little girl, you loved sauberade.” He poured more into her glass.
“Still do. How thoughtful of you to remember.”
Curly stepped into the room and gave his boss a nod. Maribelle picked up on it.
“Shall we settle the bill, Maarky?”
“Yes,” he said. Curly handed him a flat booklet, which Maarky flipped through. A stub of pencil passed between the two men, and Curly stepped out. The owner let out a loud exhale. “Let’s see. Here’s the order I made last week and my man’s checkoffs.” He accepted the clipboard from Maribelle and matched the figures. Maarky nodded with pursed lips and signed her sheet. She signed his book, and the purchase was complete. He set both accounting items on the round table. “Now let’s figure out what you and I can trade. I hear you have some aged cognac from Greater Magyar.”
“I do.”
“How many?”
“Thirty bottles.”
The tavern owner whistled and squeezed his nose. “Thirty bottles. Five is all I could afford. How did you come by them?”
“Trade secret. So, what would you give me for five?” She swung her necklace like a pendulum. 
“I want all thirty,” he countered.
“But you can only afford five.”
He frowned. “We must think on this. Don’t give them to anyone else.”
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