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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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Another deposit of the dragonets from the damaged creche flew over the forest that skirted the training meadow. Dragons released talon-gripped fledglings while minders climbed down from their backs. How bad was the avalanche? The news board had yet to post the updates on injured or dead. That had to be the first exodus of the rockfall, as Tess had seen no one who looked to have been caught in the collapse. 
Her dragonet, Moradori, must be among those few watching the arrivals, but she’d yet to spy her charge. Knowing the gregarious dragonet, she had ignored the demand that they keep the common launch clear for the evacuees.
Loping up the field, the relay of dragons rose into the air and winged their way back toward Mount Cadore. Tess knew Moradori would not be foolish enough to leave the caverns, so she turned her search away from the field below for her dragonet to the hatchlings and fledglings discharging from the ramp and into the registration area. 
Snorts, stamps, and clacking claws reverberated through the cavern. 
Many of the newcomers were already huddled together in the community space and waiting for their minders to check them in. Moradori would not be able to resist prancing through their numbers like a hostess greeting her guests. There weren’t many dappled dragons, and even fewer of mossy green.
It would help immensely if the dragonets would just hold still. Tess marched among them, certain Moradori could not resist the excitement. She was on the verge of giving up when she spotted her dragon. “Moradori!”
More dragons landed in the field below. One day, she was going to head out into the world. She just had a few more years guiding Moradori and then she would be free, not that she’d minded being a caregiver for a growing dragon. She just hadn’t planned to stay at the creche well into her twenties. The world called.
She waded through the crowd of arriving dragons and Cadore Creche minders. Where were they going to put them all? She hadn’t realized the creche on Mount Cadore was so large. Even more reason for Moradori and her to add themselves to the cleaners in the old section of the creche under consideration for the evacuees. She hadn’t been in the old catacombs since she was a curious child, but it was probably large enough.
Tess waded through the milling fledglings, who jostled each other to get out of her way. Her long ponytail swung with each dodge through the crowd. “Moradori!” The dragonet didn’t even twitch. She hadn’t dragged the fledgling by a horn since she was three, but she’d had enough of Moradori’s lack of focus. Reaching between two juvenile dragons, she grabbed a nose horn and tugged. “Come along. The checkers have enough to do organizing the new arrivals without our own dragonets getting in the way.” Resistance made her tug harder. “You’ll meet them all tomorrow.”
“But,” the dragonet murmured.
“No buts.”
Moradori trailed Tess until they exited the mob, growing in number with the second set of arrivals hurrying up the ramp. 
Tess lurched when Moradori dug in her heels and ground them to a stop. She turned and faced the recalcitrant dragonet and shook her head as she tugged on the nose horn. “I know you think you have an excuse for wandering off. Some distant cousin among the refugees, or they’re holding a smoke belching contest, and you have to uphold your three-year grand champion win, but you promised to meet me in the old corridors.” She gave the horn a quick shake. “I’ve heard all your excuses.”
“They have smoke belching contests here?”
A glare did nothing to wipe the innocent interest off Moradori’s face. Tess huffed. “I applaud your acting ability and your imagination, but you can’t keep ignoring your hygiene and practice sessions. Don’t you think you’d be more useful helping prepare the closed creche for our guests?” She tightened her grip and jerked her charge forward.
Her shoulder collided with a muscled chest, and she faced around. 
Curiosity-narrowed brown eyes, set above a mouth drawn up on one side, looked down at her. A fall of chestnut curls fringed his brows. “Excuse me,” he said, with a hint of humor in the apology. Almost as if it wasn’t an apology at all.
Tess restrained a huff and smiled. “No problem.” She waited for him to step aside.
“Excuse me.” His brown eyes flashed toward her grip on Moradori’s nose horn and back to her. 
She doubted minders made a habit of hauling their dragonets by the horns, but few minders had as mischievous a fledgling as she did. “If you step aside, we won’t run into you again.”
“If you let go of my dragonet, I’ll step aside.” Though he looked her in the eye, his gaze wandered as a female minder ambled past. His attention traveled down the woman’s body and up again.
One of those. Arriving here after an earthquake and already searching for his next conquest. Tess snapped a look at Moradori. “Did you tell him you didn’t have an assigned minder?” Moradori grinned, lips draw up over bright incisors. “Do you think that’s funny? There is more than enough trouble with squeezing an entire creche from another mountain into ours without you adding to the mix. Moradori, I expect much better from you.”
The man leaned close to her. “I’ve found my dragonet keeps track of herself when I expect responsibility from her.”
Moradori looked at the man, her gaze filled with helpless innocence. 
Tess squinted, making clear her annoyance with him. Did he just criticize her manner of steering Moradori? “Oh, this is ridiculous.” She agreed it was a gesture more common with the hatchlings, but her dragonet sometimes failed to meet her responsibilities and needed direct guidance.
“I agree,” the man said and pushed past her to Moradori’s side. “Would you let go of Cizi, please?”
“Cizi?”
An oddly familiar voice called from behind. “Tess? What are you doing?”
She turned at the sound of her name. Moradori stood to her left. And to her right. She shook her head and traded a confused look with the man. 
His brows creased as his glance flipped between the two dragonets.
“Tess?” the second Moradori repeated.
“Cizi?” the man asked.
“Bastion, what’s going on?” Moradori number one asked.
They both examined the dragonets. How could she tell one apart from the other?
A strange dragonet would not know her name, so Tess turned to the Moradori on the left. She chose the safest reaction to the situation. “Moradori, why weren’t you waiting in the old corridors?”
“I wanted to see the first flight as it came in, but I was going just now.”
Tess latched onto the one thing that made sense in the situation. “And going late.” 
“Late, but going.” Moradori tipped her head and displayed sharp teeth. A poor combination of innocence and pleasantry if one was comfortable with a dragon baring her fangs.
The man cleared his throat and pointed at Tess’s hand on his dragonet’s nose horn.
Tess let go at once and felt her face warm. “They look a lot alike, don’t they?”
He looked at the two juvenile dragons and put his hands on his hips. “Exactly alike. Your mistake is understandable, but it looks like we’ve found our charges. Cizi and I need to get checked in.” He put out his hand. “Bastion Noble, Cizirena’s minder.”
“Tess Realles.” She shook his hand, chuckled, and pointed at Moradori.
“Moradori’s minder?” he said, laughter edging his friendly voice. “I think that is clear.” He studied the two dragonets. “We should probably figure out how to tell them apart. I’ve never run into two dragons that looked so much alike.” 
They both perused the dragonets, their brows creasing deeper as nothing appeared unique enough to individualize the youngsters.
“Wait.” He held up a hand. “Cizi’s sickle. Mora doesn’t have one.”
Moradori asked, “Sickle?” 
Tess raised a brow at his shortening of Moradori’s name, but she turned to look at Cizirena.
Bastion pointed at the dragonet’s right collarbone. Both dragons had brown dapples, strangely, identically shaped and placed, but along Cizirena’s collar bone curved a distinct set of dapples in the shape of a sickle.
“Well, there is that,” Tess said.
He grinned and snapped a glance toward the queue forming. “We’ll look for other features another time. We’d better check in before all the best cavities get taken.”
“I’m sure they have more than a cavity set aside for all of you.” She looked again at the two dragons. “It’s been interesting meeting you, but we’ll have better opportunities to sort out this confusion. Moradori, this way.” She waved at Bastion and Cizirena, both strolling away and would have turned to leave, but the uncanny resemblance held her attention. Cizi appeared a perfect copy of Moradori, though she weaved her shoulders and tail with less jauntiness. 
Tess shifted her examination to Bastion. Jauntiness was one way she could describe his confident walk. His hand rested on Cizirena’s shoulder as they chatted and joined the line, yet somehow he tracked every woman who moved through the commons. Several gave him a friendly nod, an all-out grin from those she suspected already knew him.
“Tess, are we going?”
Nodding, she strode with Moradori toward the corridor leading to a main tunnel. “It’s going to get busy. Who knows if we’ll get in your weekly sanding with our numbers doubling.” 
“I don’t need a sanding, and you’re the one standing there staring at that minder.”
She closed her eyes for a moment. She had not been staring at Bastion Noble. Pausing at the corridor entrance, she gazed toward the meadow and watched another flight curve round to the end of the landing zone. Some of the minders looked bedraggled. They must have been closer to the avalanche. Those who exited at the first rumbles were the first to be taken up and brought to Neesk Creche. “We were at capacity before.”
“But we have the old section.”
“Hmm.” She nodded. “I hope no one was injured. It’s clear the third group must have been close to the damaged area. I hope none were trapped inside. I’ve not heard any details other than that the creche is unusable.”
“We can stay and watch,” Moradori said, her head tilted at a hopeful slant.
She shooed Moradori forward. “We’ve work to do.” Gazing back at the queue, she hesitated before entering the corridor, but if Bastion and his charge were still in the line, she couldn’t find them.
“Maybe you want to stay and watch the lines forming up instead?”
“Go!”

      [image: image-placeholder]Tess had expected to be assigned to the interior creche cleaning crews, but she and Moradori were sent to the weirs that ran along the cliff sides. The small landing bays and their minder chambers hadn’t been swept in years based on the piles of debris she had shoveled into the waiting barrels. Moradori was among the other dragons her age, carting out branches and rockfall to be piled for later use. Nothing was wasted in the creche.
The north end chambers were smaller than those south of the community caverns, but she could see how they would be useful for the maturer dragonets coming from Mount Cadore. She was tempted to request a move; Moradori was due for a growth spurt. She wouldn’t mind more room and a cave with a launch pad of its very own, not that Moradori had gained enough wing size to suggest she was coming into her flight years.
Tess examined Moradori with a critical eye. She had gained bulk in her shoulders, and the tendons arching her wingspan looked ropey enough to hold the membranes taut between the elongated digits that made up the wing bones. She could be approaching flight age, but Tess had yet to note the markers for it. Nor were the signs of flame, scale, or molt present. The dragonet was still coltish, even accounting for the broadening of her shoulders.
She swept the bristles across the stone floor, stopping before completing the gesture. A sneeze tickled her nose, and she rubbed her face against her sleeve. Three strides brought her alongside Moradori, and she leaned around the dragonet’s shoulder. No sickle. Definitely Moradori. 
“Tess, you need something?” Moradori asked. She raised and lowered her dappled shoulders and lifted her wings in an arch over her body.
When had that started? “Nope,” she said and swept her way to the back wall. Maybe she should request a new placement in the north weirs. Achy shoulders was one of the first signs of the flight markers.
A shadow crossed her path, and she faced the sun streaming in the launch bay. 
Bastion Noble lowered into a squat, a dustpan’s edge pressed to the ground. “How many times have you checked Mora’s collarbone?”
She swept her accumulated dirt and gravel into the dustpan. “Moradori’s? Once.”
Bastion stood and scratched his chin. “Just once?”
“Maybe twice.” He held her gaze, disbelief in his good-humored eyes. “Okay, five or six.”
He walked to the barrel and dumped the dirt. “Same here. It boggles the mind they are so alike in appearance.”
“If we searched all the dragons, we’d probably find quite a few who looked like twins.”
“You really think so?” His pursed expression disagreed. “They’re as unique as we are. I’ve never met anyone that looked like you, and I’ve traveled a lot.”
How closely had he been looking at her, and why? And he had traveled. Attractive, flirty, experience in the world. She could ignore the first two, but a traveler, maybe a chat with him would be nice. “There’s plenty of mountains and humans in this range for you to have missed a few.” That should bring him running for tea. Who was she kidding? She doubted he had time to chat, too busy with tallying the available dating material in a creche new to him. She swept along the inner wall, and he followed to her left, his well-muscled arms tensing when he snapped the pan to the floor. 
He nodded for her to fill the dustpan. “But would you expect them to have the same shaped freckles in the same places?”
“Except for the sickle.” He had excellent arms. She rolled her eyes. Really, were there not enough well-muscled arms in the creche she had to admire the new arrivals?
“A minor deviation.”
She checked the floor for more debris, her eyebrows raising with the realization the floor was clean. Attractive arms were distracting. “It’s not like it’s a mystery we must solve. Two similar dragonets.”
He rubbed his chin, his brown eyes squinting as he watched their dragonets haul a branch to the launch edge and toss it over. He shrugged and stood. “Maybe it’s not that big of a deal, but it’s curious.”
A boot heel scuffed the stone, and they both turned. “Minder Realles, do you have a moment?” the Neesk dragon keeper asked. Something in her tone suggesting she’d expected to be acknowledged upon entering the landing bay.
“Sure, Keeper Lorgan.” Tess fumbled with the broom.
The Neesk dragon keeper was short compared to Tess, and she stepped back so that she wouldn’t appear to be looking down at her. Tess handed the broom to Bastion. 
Bastion snorted and leaned the broom against the wall. As if he didn’t think he should give them privacy, he crossed his arms and batted the dustpan against his hip absentmindedly.
Keeper Lorgan pointed at her clipboard and said, “I’ve added you to the placement list for this weir. Moradori is showing signs of a growth spurt. We might as well get you moved before she surges. Are you noticing any marker symptoms?”
Tess thought back on Moradori’s wing raises and nodded. “She’s been stretching and raising her wings recently. The cording has grown broader.”
“Then get her out on the fields daily. Start with hops and launches.” Lorgan eyed Bastion. “You’re one of the minders from the Cadore Creche. Is your dragonet close to a marking?”
He nodded and stood beside Tess. “I’ve noticed some coughing.”
“Check the posted list in the community cavern. If you’ve registered, you’ll be on it.” She turned her gaze back to Tess. “You’ll find your listing there as well.” She examined the cave and nodded approval before striding away.
Bastion watched her go, and Tess watched Bastion. 
“Don’t take it personally,” she said. “It was surprising she remembered my name. She’s more a face person, so there’s no point in asking you for an introduction.”
“Our creche keeper is a dragon.”
Tess snorted. “You think Lorgan isn’t? She can grumble any dragon under the table.”
“Does she put our names on the list or a stick figure?”
“Oh, stick figure, but it always has a defining characteristic. Wide eyes, enormous nose, flapping mouth. She once identified a minder by his tendency to wave his hands when he talked.”
Bastion’s posture carried patience, but his eyes showed good-humored disbelief.
“But I hear she’s been asked to include names for the new arrivals unfamiliar with the system.”
“Uh huh.”
Tess grabbed her broom. “On to the next lodging.” She headed for the connecting corridor that ran behind the back wall. Just as she turned the corner, she stepped back. “Don’t be surprised if your name is misspelled, though.” Without giving him time to comment, she ducked back into the corridor and set off for the next set of rooms. She bet he’d never thought of himself as forgettable.
He followed, and she wondered if he’d work on the same site she chose. The first two chambers already had cleaners, and his step continued along behind her until she stopped at the entrance to an untouched dragon billet. 
She strode in, kicking up dust, and he hesitated at the door. She would have to remove the limbs scattered about before any sweeping could take place. Setting the broom aside, she tugged at her gloves and grabbed a branch.
“Cizi, come help!” Bastion bellowed, and she jerked, nearly dropping her load.
“That sounded stern. I thought you were the easy-does-it dragon minder.”
“I can’t expect her to hear my easy-does-it voice through these thick walls.”
She swung her gaze to the broad expanse of ledge jutting out over the secondary practice fields. “I think your voice would carry around the corner.”
“Mora was chatting, and they had scurried into the dragonet burrow. I don’t think either was tuned into my every word.”
“Definitely not Moradori. Though you should be pleased they don’t have the acute hearing of an adult dragon.” She narrowed her eyes but kept her annoyance at his shortening her dragonet’s name again to herself. She’d correct him once they’d gotten to know each other. Enough people had pointed out her demand for protocol to make her sensitive, and it appeared Moradori and Cizirena were becoming fast friends. No need to offend the new minder right away. She scratched her nose, hiding a smile. She’d save that for later.
The two dragonets rushed into the launch room, dust flying and branches breaking beneath their talons. 
Tess turned away and covered her nose, the tickle of a sneeze already making itself known.
Cizirena spread her feet and lowered her head even with Bastion’s. “What do you need?”
“Get busy helping. This could be ours, and I’d like it sharp and clean.” He grabbed branches and dragged them toward the launch bay, the sunlight edging his dark hair with a halo.
Tess blinked at the brightness. He looked made of magic, from heel to head. She shook her head and turned away. The man was far from magical. She glanced again as he stepped back into the shade. Just a man with a juvenile dragon like everybody else at the creche. If she’d had more travel experience, he probably wouldn’t even draw a blink from her.
“Aren’t we posted to the old inner creche?” Cizirena’s bright yellow eyes snapped to the side, meeting Moradori’s interested gaze.
Tess swatted her dragonet’s shoulder. “Or it could be ours. We’re being reassigned, so get your glide on.” They’d been in their current chambers since Moradori was six years old. It was hard to believe she’d been guiding the young dragon for the past ten years.
The two dragons jumped to work, clearing the branches with such energy, Bastion and Tess both backed up and waited at the entrance, safe from their race to get their half clean. 
“Don’t forget the burrow and the minder’s room,” Bastion called out. He nudged Tess with his elbow. “See. All it takes is a point in the right direction.”
“I’m not criticizing. Which one do you think will take the broom?” Moradori didn’t bother with tools of any sort, but showing off to her new friend might instigate an attempt.
Bastion shook his head, taking her question seriously. “They’re dragons. They’ll blow the dirt out rather than sweep.”
“Of course,” she said. So, he didn’t have a sense of humor.
The two dragonets worked together to roll a heavy limb to the edge. Before they entered the sunlight cutting the floor, a black dragon landed half inside the launch bay, talons of one curled foot scoring the floor as he gripped the cliff side and ducked his massive head inside.
The dragonets leaped back, wings flapping and heads rearing back. “Egg shards!” Moradori squeaked.
The black head swung its gaze through the undersized launch bay and snagged his attention on Tess. “I’m Rasmuth, and I’ll be mentoring Moradori. See that she’s on the field first thing in the morning.” 
The sunlight burnished his black scales and glinted off his talons. He filled the opening, and Tess couldn’t imagine how Moradori could grow to even half his size. She nodded, and Rasmuth sniffed first at Cizirena and then at Moradori. His scaled brows crinkled, his gaze darting toward Tess and Bastion for an instant.
His expression smoothed, and he rumbled, “Don’t be late.” The beast fell away from the cliff side, no doubt catching lift before making a spectacular crash below.
Moradori stared at Tess, her yellow eyes nearly black with her expanded vertical irises. “That’s my mentor?” Her voice quivered. “I’ve heard Rasmuth tortures his dragonets. Can we trade him for another?”
“It doesn’t work like that. Your mother arranged it.” She supposed Moradori had reached the age of joining dragon adult society. This Rasmuth looked like an awfully taut rope. Had Shimrika considered the dragonet’s equally taut-rope personality when she’d chosen the black dragon to guide Moradori’s shift into dragon society? She saw nothing but head butting in their future. 
“You knew?”
Tess shook her head, as surprised as Moradori. “I heard it here first, just like you, but I’ve no control over who your mentor is, as you well know.” Unfortunately, that would not keep her from being stuck between the two. 
Cizi slunk over to Bastion. “Who’s my mentor?”
“Don’t know.” He shrugged and looked away. “That’s for Keeper Feldimarla to determine, and her talons are in too many nests right now. Don’t expect an assignment soon.”
“But ….”
“Back to work, Moradori,” Tess said. “If mentors are being assigned, and you’ve not even flipped, molted, flamed or flown from a launch, then we need our launch pad soon. Rasmuth wants you in the fields early tomorrow, and keeper Lorgan wants you working on ground launching. We’ve a big day ahead of us.”
Now that much of their excitement about the new quarters was driven away by Rasmuth’s announcement, the two dragonets plodded through clearing the floor of branches. Tess swept, her thoughts swinging back to Rasmuth hanging from the cliff, his long neck arched, head jutting into the launch bay. Bastion worked quietly beside her, his loose-limbed stance looking tense. She’d had to ask him to come closer so she could sweep the pile she’d accumulated into his dustpan.
“You’re worried.” Tess leaned the broom on the wall inside the minder quarters of the weir chamber. “I’m the one who has to work with Rasmuth.”
“With the evacuation of the Cadore Creche, I’m not sure our keeper is thinking about mentors and who needs them.”
“Dragons mature at different rates. Maybe it’s good that Cizirena gets more time to get accustomed to her maturation mark. I’ve only just noticed Moradori’s wing growth.” She swung at spider webs in a corner while Bastion knocked away long-abandoned mud nests of the local katybird. “I don’t know how her egg mother could have learned about it and arranged a mentor so quickly.”
They both stared at the mess they made of their clean floor. Bastion pointed at another corner amassed with mud nests. “Let’s get those next.”
She followed him to the corner. “If Keeper Lorgan is putting you and Cizirena in the North Weir, then she must be expecting a mentor to be assigned. Maybe she’s even taking up the slack while Keeper Feldimarla settles the evacuees.”
“Cizi’s an orphan and ward of the keeper. There’s no parent to register the assignment.” He struck at the disintegrating nests and dodged the bundles of mud he sent flying.
Tess backed away from the corner. “She can’t have that many wards.”
“Abandoned eggs are abandoned for a reason. They just haven’t identified the reason for Cizi, but she’s still not given much attention.” He batted the last of the nests down. “If I don’t remind the keeper, she ignores Cizi.”
“Then you’ll have to remind her.”
“I don’t even know where she is.” He traded his stick for the dustpan. “We’ll wait it out.”
Sweeping the crumbled nests into a pile, she said, “It sounds like that could take a while. Maybe you need to implement a more active approach.”
“It’ll work out.” He snapped the dustpan to the floor.
Tess shook her head as she brushed the debris over the pan’s edge. If he wanted to wait for good fortune to fly in, fine. Turning her back on him, she walked across the room and swept the last corner. 
After a moment, he scraped at a wall, removing small beetle bongs and catching them up in his hand so they wouldn’t litter the floor.
“You know, this lackadaisical approach of yours will not get her a mentor.”
“Just sweep.” He crouched by the debris pile and waited for her.
Moradori curved her neck around the entrance, her head tipped cutely to one side. “I’m hungry.”
Behind her, Cizirena said, “We’re hungry.”
“Then go eat.” Bastion tapped the dustpan on the floor.
Tess waved a hand. “Go,” and lowered her brows at Bastion’s insistent tap. She swept the pile into the dustpan. Wasn’t she supposed to be the uptight one? “Get a second helping, too. You’re going to need energy tomorrow.”
“You, too, Cizi. Eat enough for a heavy workout tomorrow. We’ll do whatever Rasmuth has Mora doing.” He dumped the pan and maneuvered the barrel past the dragons at the door.
Tess huffed and clamped her mouth shut. She wouldn’t say anything until the girls had left. By the sound of them, they were hurrying away.
Bastion was moving the second barrel to the launch edge with the first when she exited the minder room. “If her wings aren’t ready, you could hurt her. You need to follow the process.”
“It’s not a process.” He glared at her, and she wondered if he would have stormed up to her if she had been a man. Something was eating at him.
“You said she’s been coughing. Why don’t you work on managing flame? She may be close to producing fire.”
“Mentors always start with flight.” His words landed like a stone between them. Not rude, but not ready to listen to logic either.
Tess released a breath and relaxed her shoulders. It was too soon to drive away another minder. What was it she did that put others on edge? “When the dragonet is ready for flight.”
He glanced at the corners of the space and shoved his dustpan under his arm. “This room looks done.” He strode off and into the corridor, his punchy steps fading quickly.
Hadn’t she been reasonable? She set her hands on her hips. His annoyance may have had nothing to do with her. In any case, she was not cleaning the next room with him. There’s an order to things, and he ignored doing things in the right order. With any luck, they’d be in rooms at different ends of the old weir.






  
  Chapter Two
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By evening, Tess and Moradori were reassigned rooms in the newly cleaned North Weir. She had much of their possessions moved, though most sat in piles in the launch bay, and they spent the night in their old rooms.  
“Hurry, Moradori. We’re going to be late.” They rushed along the corridor to their new accommodations, passing dawdling dragonets and their minders. Moradori had convinced her she could glide from the launch bay to the training field faster than they could race to the community cave, tramp down the ramp and rush up the main field to the dragonets’ training site.
The dragonet was faster through the tunnels than Tess, and Moradori stood balanced on the launch edge just as Tess entered their new quarters. 
“You’re sure about this? You haven’t launched this high before.” Tess looked down at the empty field. At least Rasmuth wasn’t waiting for them. Moradori hadn’t launched from anything higher than a rock. How would she manage the drop?
“It can’t be that different. Besides, Rasmuth is probably going to lift me above the clouds and drop me, anyway.” Moradori’s shoulders shivered.
Tess snapped a look at her charge, then out at the field. He wouldn’t, would he? She stared up at the sky. No black dragon cruised on the high thermals. With moving them in last night, she hadn’t had time to learn about Rasmuth’s approach to mentoring. He couldn’t be as bad as Moradori believed.
“Are you coming?” The worried look in Moradori’s eyes called for a steady minder.
“I’ll watch from here while I get our rooms sorted.” She studied the trees at the edge of the field. “You’ll be fine. Just remember to watch for updrafts on the way down.”
Moradori leaned out and dropped, her wings snapping open. She wobbled but sustained the glide. Tess let out her held breath.
“Remember what he tells you to practice!” Tess called out. “We’ll work on it later today.” From above, a dark shape swung across the ledge, and she stumbled back. 
Rasmuth glided above Moradori, his black-eyed gaze riveted on her every move. His head seemed to track the dragonet’s shifts right and left, as if analyzing how she adjusted her lift and drag. He must have been waiting on the cliff top.
His wings arched like a hawk over a running rabbit. He hung in the air with ease, his wings steady and taut, only his tail shifting minutely as he followed Moradori to the ground.
The dragonet flattened against the grasses when his shadow passed over her. He must not have made a sound while in the air, and she hadn’t known he had observed her. She leaped to her feet and flapped her wings, as if her reaction to his menacing shadow had been on purpose.
Tess chuckled. “Oh, Moradori, I don’t think he believes for one instant you were practicing flats. Good to know your instincts for survival are good.”
Rasmuth’s head tipped up, his glinting black eyes rising to stare at her standing in the launch bay.
Tess backed from the edge and grabbed a sack of gear to stow in Moradori’s room. He could not have heard her way up here. She was practically whispering. 
She hefted the sack to her shoulder and hurried. In a few minutes, she’d check on them again. 
Sorting their gear kept her busy, and more than an hour had passed before she allowed herself to peek out over the field.
Moradori hunched, overshadowed by Rasmuth’s immensity. The poor dragonet seemed cowed by whatever instructions he was giving her, and Tess wondered if it was possible to request a new mentor be assigned. Moradori’s egg mother rarely visited. The dragonet had been healthy and, though rambunctious, had never given Tess cause to ask for aid over the ten years she’d been her minder. 
She mulled over how she might put in a request and contact Shimrika. Would she consider assigning a new mentor if Tess could get a message to her? She wasn’t an attentive egg mother, and it had been more than a year since her last visit. Not much of a visit. Shimrika had merely looked on during a dragonet race and then flown away. She doubted anyone even connected the dappled green female to Moradori.
Down below, Moradori skulked away from Rasmuth. Before covering more than a few paces of ground, the dragonet jerked into an upright position, her wings settling pertly on her back, shoulders level with her neck. 
Tess suspected Rasmuth had barked an order at the dragonet. Poor Moradori. Tess watched until she scrambled up the ramp to the common cavern. Maybe they would keep their afternoon practice short.
She waited in the corridor by the door and watched for Moradori.
Bastion passed and nodded hello before coming to a stop. “You’re biting your lip. Something wrong?”
She tugged her ponytail and wrapped it around her wrist. “Rasmuth might have been a little tough with Moradori today.”
“First lesson, huh?” He rubbed the back of his head, his burnished brown curls mussing attractively. “I’ve heard he’s the best. Irritatingly demanding, but the best.”
She huffed. There was nothing attractive about messy hair. “I know little about him. He’s daunting to look at, even from a distance.”
“So, you’d like him to have a lackadaisical approach, perhaps.”
She glared at him. “I see you’re trying to help. Go help somebody else.” There were still things to put away. Moradori would show up soon, and then they could talk. Yacking with Bastion wouldn’t help anything. She waved her hand behind her as she stepped inside.
She’d use the time to finish organizing their belongings. 
With most of the launch bay cleared of their possessions, Tess was ready when Moradori entered, her head low to the ground and her steps sluggish.
“How did it go today?” She plastered a cheerful smile on her face, as if she hadn’t seen the end of the lesson.
“He’s a tyrant.”
“You haven’t been gliding that long. I’m sure he’s not expecting you to fly circles around the practice field.”
“My flying is fine. He had me practice flutter launches and wing dips.”
“And you did those well?”
She shrugged and slouched into her burrow. Tess followed her. “What is the problem? If he’s happy with your flight skills this early, what could he complain about?”
“I’m not flaming.” The dragonet curled into the wallow in the stone floor, stuffing her head under a wing.
“It’s too early for you to flame.” What was Rasmuth thinking?
“He says I should cough. Cizi coughs.”
“Cizi is showing the flame marker. You’re showing the flight marker and will reach the other markers at your own pace, just as she will.”
Her head jolted into sight. “Well, he wants me to cough.”
“Why?” Tess leaned against the curved stone doorway. Maybe there was a good reason. He was a dragon, after all.
“He says it will exercise my throat and precipitate flaming.”
“I’ve never heard one could hurry any of the markers ahead of their natural maturation. But strengthening those muscles sounds like a good idea.” Even she heard her voice fall into disbelief. The coughing marker was the precursor to flaming because it prepared the throat.
“It’s what he says, and it’s what he wants me to do. Can I have a different mentor?” she whined, sinking her head to the floor, yellow eyes pleading.
She could try, but there was nothing to be gained by giving Moradori hope. “I don’t know how to reach Shimrika, and I doubt she’d make the change. I understand Rasmuth is considered a fine mentor in this region.” According to Bastion.
“But I don’t mind someone less fine mentoring me.” 
“Your egg mother might mind. If she comes by, I’ll talk to her about it, but expect nothing to come of it.” That was if Shimrika came by the creche at all. Maybe the egg mother would want to check on Rasmuth’s training of Moradori. It was a pivotal moment in the dragonet’s growth.
Moradori stuffed her head back under her wing and sighed. “How many times should I cough?”
“Whenever you think of it. How often does Cizi cough?”
“Every few minutes.”
“How about you cough a few times once every hour? Since it’s just practice and not a true marker, I don’t think you need to cough as frequently as Cizi.”
Other than a despondent sigh, Moradori said nothing further.
“Are you hungry?”
“I’m tired.”
“Alright. Nap for an hour, and then we’ll go to the commons and order up a hind quarter for you.”
“I’ll have some pellets later.”
“Okay.” Moradori hated pellets. 
Tess left the dragonet to rest and stood on the ledge above the training field. Rasmuth seemed to be the only mentor working with a dragonet from Moradori’s season. Which made sense since mentors wait for two or three markers to show before beginning training, and Moradori was the only one with a marker. 
She leaned on the launch wall, arms folded. So why was he rushing Moradori? 
Her research on Rasmuth supported his demanding approach, but he must have a reason. She just couldn’t imagine what it could be.
A thump at the doorway announced a visitor. 
“Tess. Can I see Mora?” Cizirena stood with her shoulders crossing the threshold, her head extending well into the chamber.
“Sure, Cizirena, I think Moradori would like that.”
The dragonet hurried to the burrow, a strained cough fighting its way out of her throat as she went.
“You don’t have to hold back your cough in here. There’s nothing flammable in reach.” 
It was crowded in her room with all the furnishings and supplies. In a month, Cizi would have control of her flame. Even if Moradori started coughing naturally, it would only last another month. She’d adjust. It came with the territory. 
Cizirena slunk into the burrow.
Tess returned to the launch bay. The older dragonets worked with their mentors for what remained of the morning, flying out over Neesk Butte, heading east or west as the desire took them. They had already been places she’d only read about. Someday, she’d go too. By horseback, hiking, or dragon flying, she’d see the world.
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“You’re doing great!” Tess yelled. “Do another run.”
Bastion sent Cizirena after her, requiring she mimic every nuance of Moradori’s strengthening exercises. Their sharp shadows ran beneath them under the bright sun.
“You’re pushing Cizirena hard.” Tess watched the dragonet chase Moradori. She spent more time on the ground, legs churning, than she did in the air. “She isn’t showing flight marks yet. Maybe you should work on her flaming exercises.”
Bastion stared after the dragonets. The insects hummed in the warm air. “I can’t delay. It could be months before Keeper Feldimarla assigns her a mentor. Cizi will not only be behind, but she’ll have lost the momentum of her early marking periods. I’d rather her learn from Rasmuth’s techniques than from a mentor who arrives too late in her phases.”
“Do you really think Keeper Feldimarla would overlook a dragonet who needs a mentor? Besides, have you ever met a dragon that couldn’t fly?”
“You don’t understand. Cizi was abandoned. There’s no egg mother urging action. There’s just me. And Keeper Feldimarla is ignoring Cizi. She has an active flame marker, but the keeper is unconcerned. We’re fortunate Keeper Lorgan is paying attention.”
Wasn’t Bastion the easy-going mentor? Besides, even Rasmuth’s arrival was early. It’s when the second mark showed itself that a mentor was called in. Was that why he was having Moradori cough? Maybe she needed to talk to the black dragon.
Bastion twitched as if his muscles were linked with Cizirena. He cheered Cizirena’s effort before turning back to Tess. “This isn’t the first time. Besides, I’m certain she’s getting close to flight marking. Look at how much she’s developing. You can barely tell the difference between Cizi and Mora.”
He was right. Unless Tess looked closely, they were identical in size. Still, the dragonet was not showing flight marks. She grimaced.. She’d had enough of this shortening of dragon names. “Moradori. Rasmuth has Moradori coughing when she has no instinct to. He says it will strengthen her throat muscles and cause her to enter her flame mark. But that is not how it works.”
Bastion didn’t react to her reminder to use her dragonet’s full name. “Well, you can’t argue with Rasmuth.” 
“I wouldn’t try. Could you imagine his reaction if I did?” She waved for Moradori to return. The thought of facing off with Rasmuth about forcing a maturation mark to show made her nervous. She’d heard enough from the minders with older dragonets over the last few days to know he wasn’t the pleasantest dragon to converse with, whether one was a dragon or a human.
“I don’t mean one can’t argue with him,” Bastion said. “If that’s his logic, then why shouldn’t I follow it? Having Cizi complete Mora’s flight exercises might bring her marker on.”
She ground her teeth at the continued shortening of Moradori’s name, but the idea of activating a marker by faking the signs didn’t sit well with her. That was the bigger problem. Would minders start forcing their dragonets younger and younger to meet unrealistic expectations? “I spoke to Keeper Lorgan, and she’s never heard of forcing a marker to present itself.” 
“Rasmuth’s in his prime and nearing his eight hundredth year. His knowledge outdistances Keeper Lorgan’s one hundred and thirty times over. I’ll bet on him.”
He had a point, and Rasmuth was considered the preeminent mentor. But she didn’t like pressuring Moradori to show a marker she wasn’t ready for.
Upon her return up the field, Moradori planted her talons and splayed her wings horizontally to snap to a stop in front of Tess, her neck whip-lashing in her awkwardness. “Cizi’s belching now. Is Rasmuth going to make me belch, too?”
“Only if you tell him she’s belching, I suppose.” Tess scanned the white cliffs above the weirs for the black dragon. “Don’t bring it up?”
“What if I want to belch?”
Tess chewed her lip. Did Moradori want to belch because her flame mark was beginning, or because she liked the idea of belching? “If you feel the need to belch, you don’t need Rasmuth to require it.”
“No one else in our season is belching, so Cizi feels strange doing it. I thought I’d belch so she wouldn’t feel odd, and I have to cough, anyway. I can throw in a belch.”
“You’re a good friend, but you should tell Rasmuth why you’re belching so he doesn’t think you have a second mark showing.” She glared at Bastion, who shrugged. Was he forcing a second mark to catch Feldimarla’s attention?
“Go again!” Bastion hollered, and Cizirena turned in the air and galloped and flapped down the field.
“Come, Moradori. I think you’ve had enough practice for today.”
“I’m hungry.” 
Tess put her arm over Moradori’s neck. “Now that your mentor is here, you’re allowed to eat anytime you get hungry. Run along. I’ll see you later in our chambers.”
“I’ll wait for Cizi.” She coughed and let out a bell-ringer of a belch.
Tess shook her head as much for the belch as the assertion that Cizirena could eat between set times. “She must eat on the regular schedule, and it would be rude to request meals when she cannot. Go while she’s still doing drills.”
“But she’s coughing and belching.”
“Without a mentor.”
“Oh.” Moradori slumped away toward the main field and the ramp.
Tess watched Cizirena land at the far end of the training runway. A dragon shadow eased out over the field as if a dragon were gliding right overhead. She gazed up, then backed up as Rasmuth heaved in his wings to his body and plummeted. With a snap of his wings outward, much like Moradori had done earlier, only with more finesse, a surge of wind sent her long hair flying out behind her, her tie flipping away. He landed gently, his head lowering to stare eye to eye with her. Enormous black eyes to her own small blue ones.
Daunted, she backed away and picked up her hair tie. She gathered her blonde hair in her hands and secured it at the nape.
Behind Rasmuth, Bastion ran down the field, waving for his dragonet to remain where she was. 
She wouldn’t expect any support from him. “Greetings, Rasmuth.”
“Your dragonet is belching.” His voice was ice smooth and menacing. A regular dragon’s dragon.
Shoulders back, eyes steady, heart quaking, she said, “Moradori is belching to keep her friend from standing out among her peers. Cizirena is the only dragonet showing a flame marker. Moradori is not.”
“Tell her I said she is to belch.”
“Rasmuth, to my knowledge, and I accept that is limited, one cannot force a marker.”
“Let’s go by my knowledge base, shall we, Tess Realles? Along with her training sessions with me and her practice sessions with you, she is to cough and belch.” He stared down the length of the field, his attention seeming to focus on Bastion and Cizirena. “It wouldn’t hurt if she were to attempt scale flipping.”
Hands on her hips, Tess curled her lip. “Should she peel off a scale or two?”
Rasmuth’s head, fangs glinting like jewels, swung toward her. “That would not be healthy. Don’t encourage her to force her first molt. It will come when it comes.”
“As will her other markers.”
The heat of his body made her sweat as he stretched his neck, his snout filling her vision and making her heart stutter. Fortunately, he kept his mouth tilted downward, withering the grasses at their feet.
He was probably monitoring her heart rate and knew he intimidated her.
“I am her mentor, approved by her egg mother. You are her minder. We each have the best interest of our protégé in mind.” His head tipped as if assuming her agreement. “It would be appropriate for us to work together as we meet her needs, rather than interfere in areas we lack experience.”
Tess raised her chin and held his gaze. “Have you ever precipitated the arrival of a mark by having a dragonet pretend to feel the instinctive need to respond to the normal irritants of maturation?” That sounded stilted, but he had to take her seriously. She eyed him with equal intensity. If only sweat wasn’t trickling down her back and dripping from her chin, she’d feel more confident. Any dragon would consider it rude for Rasmuth to use discomfort to make her backdown. He’d have to be a lot ruder if he thought she was going to endanger Moradori because he made her sweat.
He sat back on his haunches, and she sighed with the immediate dispersal of the hot air.
His muzzle twitched, and he tipped his mouth away from her before he said, “She is a special case. Assume I have valid reasons for my requirements.”
“I have valid reasons for my concerns.”
“You do.” A talon tapped the ground. “Will coughing injure your dragonet?”
“No.”
He tapped again. “Will belching injure your dragonet?”
“No.”
“Neither will I.” He launched, his wings tight to his body, tail raised. Not a breeze tickled her, nor dirt flew in her direction. Unfolding his wings as if they were of delicate tissue, he glided off.
What a strange bird.
Bastion jogged toward her, and she waited for him, noting Cizirena had already left the field.
“That didn’t look healthy,” he said as he came to a relaxed stop.
“Yes. I may refrain from arguing with him in the future.”
He grinned. “You are a feisty woman. I suspect you will not refrain.”
“Well,” she said, “I think I might not have, too. Somewhere in the interaction, we came to an understanding.”
“Oh.” 
“Don’t ask me to explain it. I’m still working that out.” She glanced up at the weir and her chambers, picking out the launch ledge where she had stood that morning watching the practice. “Rasmuth has no plans to change tactics, but I’m less worried about the process.”
He walked beside her. “So coughing is okay with you?”
“And belching. That’s part of her routine now.”
“They’ve excellent hearing.”
“He proved that.”
“So what changed?”
“He’ll not demand she peel off any scales.”
He grabbed her arm and brought them both to a stop. “Did he demand she do that?”
“It just came up in conversation because he wants her to scale flip.”
Scratching under his chin, his short growth of whiskers rasping against his nails, he mulled over her words with creased brows. “I don’t think a dragonet can snap her scales before the base tendons are ready.” He scratched again. “Perhaps, if one tried every day, at some point, the actual ability would show. One could argue trying made it happen, or it happened while she was trying.”
“Hmm.” He had a point. Maybe Rasmuth wasn’t trying to hurry the maturation process. What if he wanted to catch its earliest manifestations? Or give the impression Moradori had more than one active marker. It would explain his early attendance on her. He didn’t have any other excuse for showing up just for an early flight marker.
When she resumed walking, Bastion strode beside her. “What are you thinking?”
“Is there special recognition if a dragonet shows all four markers at the same time?”
He shook his head and chuckled. “Like a trophy? I don’t think so.” His grin fell when he saw her annoyed look. “Do you mean Rasmuth gains further credibility, or the dragonet has increased potential?”
“Why push to have all four markers in a short time? The process takes years.” They reached the ramp to the common cavern. Tess pondered possibilities. “Rasmuth is a thorough mentor. Maybe he doesn’t like surprises.” The traffic on the ramp forced them to separate as dragonets and minders headed for the practice field. 
When they met again at the top, Bastion said, “I guess there are benefits in Cizi not having a mentor,” and raised his index finger as he strode past her. A second finger went up. “And Rasmuth isn’t an option since he’s already accepted Mora.”
“Lucky you.”
She waved at his casual nod before he turned into a corridor, his gaze following a female minder. She rolled her eyes. Since the arrival of the creche dragonets from Cadore Creche, life had gotten awfully complicated. “He gets to stop worrying, and I get more reason to worry.”






  
  Chapter Three
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Tess watched Moradori enter their chambers and drag her talons, listlessly making her way to her cave. If this was what she looked like after a morning with Rasmuth, how would she be after their practice later today? How long had she been working with her mentor? Three weeks? 
Tess stood on the threshold as Moradori flopped into the wallow. “Hey, why so glum?” 
“This mentoring stuff is too much work.” Moradori stretched her slender neck out, the mottled green tones of her scales dusty.
She tried another approach. “You need to go down to the sands. When’s the last time you scoured your scales?” Moradori was always more cheerful after a good scratch in the sand.
“Not now, Tess. I’m so tired.” She turned her snout to the wall. With her shoulders taking on more mass, she looked narrow in the belly and hips. Almost thin. Maybe it was the angle. Mature dragons were narrowed past the heavy wing joints, but it was hard to tell if her chest was broadening with her back turned so.
Too tired for a scour? “When did you last eat?”
“Not that long ago.”
Tess strode forward, stopping near the edge of the wallow. “Did you eat enough?”
Moradori snored, too loud to be mistaken for sleep. 
Tess rolled her eyes. “With two training sessions a day, you must eat more than your usual amount and more frequently.”
“I’ve already eaten three times today. I need a nap!” Moradori curled up, her tail wrapping in a three-ring donut atop her head.
She hadn’t curled up that tight in years. Tess crouched down and patted her back. “We’ve a few hours yet before our practice. Don’t sleep for more than an hour. We’ll visit with Cizirena later, and you can spend the evening skidding down the ramp or gliding off the launches.”
Moradori lifted her head enough to peer over her shoulder. “Okay.”
Poor thing. Rasmuth must have pushed her hard today. 
Her voiced muffled inside her curl, Moradori asked, “Tess, how often can I eat each day before they say I’m eating too much?”
“No one’s going to tell you not to eat. You can go as often as you like.” She stroked her shoulder. “Maybe you should have double helpings every time you take a meal.”
“I am,” she mumbled into her armpit.
Tess sniffed and grimaced. Moradori must have been rolling in a swamp. The dragonet needed a proper bath, but she wouldn’t scold her now. “Two naps a day, then. One right after your work with Rasmuth, and a second after we complete your practice drills.” Tess stepped out of the dragonet’s cozy cave and checked the angle of the sun. It was much later than normal for their practice session. She leaned into the burrow. “Where have you been? You should have finished with your training two hours ago.”
“I tried to have fun with my friends, but





OEBPS/cover.jpeg





OEBPS/images/17c0b363-e279-4b62-a774-7a9f4b7e8fd8.jpeg
Cadore Range Mag Point Mountain Far Point Mountain

Mount Skark  Mount Cadore
Hou( Mountain Neesk Butte
\\ \

Q h Cadore : Lesser agyar
envark ~= == 8 L\?
ar

Chaddle

Hout Plains

Becksburg

Tugglend

!
CADORE





OEBPS/images/970bb82b-9f09-4775-bed2-6b7340f1d525.jpeg
THE
DON’T EAT






OEBPS/images/5ce4bd6e-4d73-4f69-bb2a-e94944b96197.png





OEBPS/images/efe923f3-db55-4e09-8dd6-63caffa47a8a.png
(€

\J






