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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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Xiami


Xiami crouched at the chamber entrance. The smooth stone beneath her hand radiated the same warmth as the most recent tunnels she’d passed through in the mountain. Maybe it was smoother, but she had run her hand along so many walls in the dark that she could no longer compare. What mattered was this tunnel led to light; it was dim, but there was light. And light meant she was close to exiting the catacombs. 
Far enough away from the gang that her heart had stopped bouncing around her chest, she reviewed her passage through the catacombs. After all she’d been through, it wouldn’t do to forget her way back. She’d taken two righthand turns, a left, a right, crawled through a crevice her mother’s birth canal would have envied, took two more lefts, and arrived here. Here had one thing going for it. The gang was elsewhere.
She sat on her heels and wiped the sweat beading on her lip. Her hair clung to the back of her neck. At least it was warm in the tunnels. She didn’t know if it was warm enough, but it was better than the outer cave and the coolness of the stone the gang had preferred. They could call her a thief, but not a murderer.
The dimness ahead flared brighter, and she leaned forward. Had she miscalculated? She reviewed her hurried run through the passages. Every choice had promised she was heading up and out, not down and deeper in. Surely, she had not come upon one of the natural heat sinks that could boil her alive.
The light flared again. It seemed to sigh as it lessened. 
Egg shards! It couldn’t be, could it? She pressed her back to the wall. Her luck was a fickle thing. She’d come this far without running into trouble. Well, no more trouble than she was already in. She shuffled forward, careful not to make a sound. Who was she kidding? If that light came from what she suspected, her own heartbeat had given her away already.
She peeped out of the tunnel and waited. The high ceiling and curved walls had the usual growth of glowing lichen in patches common to the caverns. It supplied enough illumination to offer a sense of immense size, which didn’t change the fact that she might have stepped from the fire to the caldron. She held her breath and listened.
The dimness, though appreciated, offered few details. The light flared, and she narrowed her gaze far to the right. 
She caught her sigh in her throat. Dragon. Huge sleeping dragon in an enormous cavern. 
Things could get worse. They always did when she tried to do the right thing. Why didn’t she just walk away? It wasn’t her problem. The gang didn’t know she’d arrived yet.
She had snooped. Knowing ahead of time how much trouble she was getting into, it had been the smart choice. No one would argue she should have just thrown herself into the first opportunity for food and shelter that availed itself. Snooping was good. But stealing, stealing only crushed every intelligent decision that preceded it.
Stealing never worked out. Today proved it yet again. She watched the dragon slumber and thanked the Hout she had that going for her.
She pulled her hair into a ponytail and twisted it behind her until the strands pulled painfully at the back of her neck. There was no going backward. She had to escape the mountain before the gang realized someone had taken their precious, idiotic find. She had to be back in town if she hoped to keep them from guessing she’d taken it.
The dragon’s breath brightened the cavern for several seconds between slow inhales. She watched for the next brightening, determined to begin her trek when the cavern was darkest. 
Standing, she pressed herself to the worn stone of the entrance. At the darkest point, she tiptoed forward. The light rose, and she stilled. This would never do. Tentativeness never helped. The next darkness lasted three purposeful strides.
She examined the dragon as it gained details in the flair of its visible breath. It was an old dragon, ancient even. One lower fang, jagged and dingier than the others, rose like a brutal shadow over his paler teeth. Patchy areas marred his scaled shoulder. How old did a dragon have to be that scales fell off, and no replacements waited underneath? Old enough to be deaf?
She strode forward again. Over three-quarters of the cavern lay ahead. 
No virtuous deed ever goes unpunished. That’s what Uncle Rue always said. She paced forward again in the dark, her hands clenched. Was a dragon’s punishment better than the gang’s? With The Bargain in place, chances promised she’d survive a dragon punishment. 
She grimaced, but dragons were imaginative creatures. Some things were worse than death. 
A third of the way across. She waited in the near silence. The soft sighs of the dragon only sounded with the light from his fiery breath, which raised the temperature momentarily. She imagined it seeped out of her target exit, adding to the warmth of the morning. Her tunic clung to her, the sleeves like a soggy second skin, and she picked at them while she waited for the brightening. She gazed upward. The ceiling rose into gray shadows, but she could see the wavering heat that hung up there. A bead of sweat tracked down her cheek and dripped from her chin.
She heard it plop when it hit the stone floor. 
“Bruen?” the dragon croaked, though its eyes remained shut.
She held her pose. 
The giant head cocked sideways. Exposing the less deaf ear? “Bruen?”
Tucking her chin against her chest—no more drops of sweat to give her away—she froze. If she didn’t move, didn’t make a sound, would he go back to sleep?
His nostrils widened, and he sniffed deeply.
Egg shards! She hadn’t washed up in days. Wasn’t an elder’s sense of smell better than the young? Was that true of dragons? Did it matter? Dragon hearing and sense of smell far outdistanced any human’s. Faltering senses just put the beasts on the same level with humans.
“Hmm?”
He smelled something.
“Not Bruen.” 
Did he have to sound so happy about it? She forced calmness through her. There was The Bargain to protect her. She’d remind him of the Don’t Eat Humans Clause if he appeared to have forgotten. By the looks of him, he probably had lived before the agreement ended the human/dragon wars. He looked decrepit enough, and if time compromised his memory, he might not remember the deal.
The massive head rose on a swaying neck. Maybe he didn’t have enough strength to snap her up. Running might be her best option. It was one thing to know about The Bargain in daily life, and quite another to depend upon it. 
Tremors shook his whole body, and his white eyes failed to track her location. He sniffed again, slowly turning his head until his snout pointed right at her. Blind and weak, but he had an exceptional nose.
She straightened her shoulders and raised her chin. “Hello, I’m Xiami. Can I get you some water?” Egg shards! He wasn’t a child waking from a nap. “Or scratch your chin?” Nor a dog. She dropped her head into her hands.
“Xiami, did Bruen send you?” His voice wavered like his vocal cords had too much play in them. 
The dragon was expecting Bruen, so lying had serious ramifications. “Just passing through. But I don’t mind giving you a hand.” Fear raced up her spine, cold and damp. She needed both her hands. “I mean helping you if I can.”
“Sit down.” His old voice cracked.
“I’m fine standing.” Her legs shook. Sitting down might be a sensible idea, but she really just wanted to run. The tunnel ahead was small enough to keep him from following. She considered his snout. Not so small that he couldn’t send a burning flame after her.
“What have you been doing in my caverns?”
“Just visiting.”
“Are you visiting Bruen?”
“I don’t know Bruen.” Maybe she should have hazarded going out the gang’s entrance. No, she should have left well enough alone and gone back to the city.
“There is no one else to visit but Bruen and me.”
“The tunnels are extensive. Have you been through them recently?” She took a step toward the passage she’d selected as her best option.
With the dragon’s breathing more frequent now, the room brightened and darkened in panting waves. The strobing light made her dizzy, or talking to a dragon did. He mumbled under his breath, and she heard the word visitors.
“Tell me who else you can visit in my caverns.”
That wasn’t what she wanted to talk about. Few came to the caverns, mostly because it was easy to get lost in them. The smart ones stayed away because dragons enjoyed the caves. Some people avoided them because thieves frequented them, thus her predicament. Even that wasn’t the reason she hesitated. She had hidden something two righthand turns, a left, a right, one suffocating crevice, and two lefts back. The dragon wouldn’t be happy to learn what it was.
She pulled her hair high behind her head and twisted it until it hurt. Her mind felt no sharper. She let it drop, heavy and damp, down her back. What was the point of remembering how to get back to it? She wasn’t going to start in a dragon’s lair. That meant she’d have to start at the gang’s entrance. She didn’t smell any worse than they did, so that wouldn’t be what gave her away. Maybe if she returned now, she could pretend to be as appalled as they were at the loss. She could even help them search.
The dragon cleared his throat. He waited for her answer. 
The prompting noise brought Uncle Rue to mind. She said, “The caves themselves, actually. I used to play in them as a kid.” That was truthful, partly. She did used to play at the entrance to the mountain tunnels. Uncle Rue brought the kids to the caverns for their lessons. She could still hear him barking at them. “You will rue the day you forgot to polish your skills.” She was full of rue today.
The dragon rested his head on the ground, the last foot a fast descent, as if he’d been straining to support it too long. “Humans ignore their safety.”
Ain’t that the truth? “I was four. Sometimes it’s not ignorance, but lack of choice.”
“You’re not ignorant now. Lack of choice, again?”
Perceptive dragon. “The wrong choice, though I think all my choices lacked practicality. Doomed to fail from the start.” She had to get out of here or the gang would never believe she’d not arrived yet. How she’d get back to the lower caverns in time to pretend to have overslept worried her. How far had morning advanced?
Staring into a dragon’s eyes, a blind dragon’s eyes, demanded she think about what she said. She scratched her head and thought about the choice she had made earlier. She believed it was the right thing to do, even if doomed to failure. 
“Are you hungry?” he asked.
“Quite,” she said. Dirty, hungry, lonely, tired, doomed. Meeting a dragon in the catacombs hadn’t improved anything about her day, week, or month. She lowered herself to the cavern floor and drummed her fingers on her knees. How many years had she been racing from one awful choice to the next? She didn’t remember much before Uncle Rue. Memories of the Parsons brought a smile to her face. Not all choices had failed. They just didn’t last. Who knew what happened before Uncle Rue found her wandering the streets at four years old? It added up to sixteen homeless years, leaving her no options but to join a gang, again.
“Bruen will bring something.”
Something for a dragon? She liked her meat cooked. Sweat stung her eyes, and she wiped at them, then rubbed her hands on her trousers. With a few breaths, the dragon could broil any meat this Bruen brought. “When are you expecting Bruen?” And was he going to be gracious about her stumbling into the dragon’s lair?
“He comes every day.” He rocked his head toward the passage she’d planned to use. “I hear him now.”
She jumped to her feet. “I should leave so you can have your visit.” Running to the passage, she expected the dragon to demand she halt. Her hand slapped the curved wall hard, as if it was the safe base in a childhood game. She waved from its opening and rushed into the gray darkness of the tunnel. Smack into a firm, resilient surface. “Umph.” 
Arms wrapped around her, pinning her own to her sides, and lifted her off her feet. She hung for an instant, stifling a scream. 
“Who are you?” a man’s voice asked, an unfamiliar voice which eased a huff of relief from her. A stranger she could sweet talk, not so much the gang.
He hauled her out of the passage and into the dragon’s cavern.
His face grew detailed in the soft exhalation of the dragon and the lichen glow. Bruen? Pale brows arched over blue eyes. A tussle of sun-bleached brown curls crowned his head, his expression suspicious. 
He set her down, and she backed up, putting space between his body and hers. “I was just visiting.”
The pale brows knitted more suspicion into his face. “Gamagadar, who is this?” He was a good head taller than her, and she felt intimidated even though he didn’t seem angry or about to drag her out of the cavern by her hair.
“She says her name is Xiami.”
She glared at the dragon. “It is Xiami.”
“She was visiting.”
Bruen turned his suspicious gaze to Gamagadar. “You had a visitor?”
“Purely by accident,” Xiami said. “I got lost in the tunnels.”
Bruen hadn’t taken his eyes off the dragon, but something about his posture carried skepticism.
She rolled her eyes. She needed to get out of here and be on her way.
Gamagadar’s eyelids slid shut, like one might pull shades over a window slowly.
Bruen sighed, his lips pressed together, and his fists settled on his hips. His gaze shifted back to her and looked her over. 
The look ran unpleasantly long, but considering he had to wait for useful illumination to arrive in spurts, she couldn’t fault him for taking his time. What did he see? Clothes poorly fitted, all castoffs she’d scrounged from trash piles. However, they were the best of the worst, so not too faded, not too torn. Her jerkin fit her well over the oversized tunic. Two pairs of socks helped the ankle boots to fit, but he couldn’t see them and probably thought she had unusually large feet for her height. She crossed her arms and stared him down. Her hair clung to her neck with clammy fingers.
His nose twitched.
And she smelled. Badly. It was her turn to sigh, but she held it in.
“She’s hungry,” Gamagadar said.
Bruen bowed with feigned courtesy. “Don’t let me keep you from your breakfast, Xiami.”
She stepped by him, fuming. She’d had enough sarcasm in her life to more than fill it.
“Feed her, Bruen.” Gamagadar shifted his limbs under him until he lay like a dog on his belly.
Oh, no. She was not staying. Quick strides put her back in the passage. If Bruen came in this way, she could exit.
A hand grabbed her arm and jerked her back. “Gama wants you to stay and have breakfast with him.”
She yanked her arm free. Did he just shorten that dragon’s name? Who did that? “That’s awfully kind of Gamagadar, but I have breakfast waiting for me, with friends and family.”
“Quite a bounty, huh?” He reviewed her attire again and smirked.
“More than adequate.”
He lifted her wrist, his fingers encircling and overlapping it. His eyebrows raised. She thought they raised. Facing away from Gamagadar’s winking illumination, his face lost details, but his pale eyebrows almost glowed.
She twisted her arm, but he kept his hold. “I think you are going to miss that delightful repast. Gama wants your company.” He lifted a strap from his shoulder, and she noted a sack hung at his side. “I didn’t bring enough for two, but gauging your thinness, you probably will think it a feast for ten.” He tugged her forward. “Come. Gama doesn’t invite people to breakfast. Ever. You should be honored. Shouldn’t she, Gama?”
“I am honored to have Xiami join us.”
Bruen turned, releasing her hand like he’d been stung. His eyebrows were high on his forehead. Visitors staying for breakfast must be rare. Gamagadar dozed, pointedly unaware of Bruen’s challenging stare. 
How was that possible? The beast was blind. 
“This way,” Bruen said and strode to a mound of rock near the curved wall. He stopped next to a waist-high boulder and upended the sack. Small bundles plopped onto the flattish surface. He unwrapped an oval package, revealing a small loaf, tore it evenly in half, and set the pieces on the wrinkled paper between them. After pulling a knife from his waist, he cut a second wrapped round. He plopped the aromatic half next to the piece of loaf nearest her.
She leaned over and took a long sniff. Spicy sausage. She almost moaned at the promised burn of her tastebuds.
The third package of brown paper he unfolded and flattened. Ripe sauberberries, brilliantly red. She slumped onto a low stone. He was right. It was a feast.
“You will share?” he asked.
Her gaze snapped to his. Did he think she’d assume everything was for her? Was thief written all over her?
He pointed at the mound of berries. “I didn’t bring bowls.”
“I assumed they were all for you.” She’d gone for a demure tone, but even she could pick out the undercurrent of sarcasm.
He ran a finger through the mound, dividing it in half. 
She squinted, shifting her head from one side to the other, and raised a careless brow. “No virtuous deed ever goes unpunished.” Sarcasm it is.
Curiosity altered his features, making him appear almost friendly in the flattering light. He searched her face, his gaze assessing and almost—though it couldn’t be—sympathetic. He drew a candle and holder out of his pocket and struck a match. “Light, Gama.” He lit the candle, and the rock table gained a warm glow.
The dragon raised his head, eyes wide open. 
“See anything?” Bruen said the words as if it were of no consequence, but his face gained intentness, and his shoulders stilled.
Xiami sat equally still, willing him to eat so she wouldn’t appear the starved wretch she was. Her fingers twitched at the food. Bread or sausage first? Maybe a berry to moisten her mouth.
“No.” The graveled voice carried acceptance, inevitability, and tiredness.
Had they both hoped for a different answer? She expected the dragon to rest his head again, but he stayed intent, his snout pointing at the boulder bearing their meal. Was he expecting a portion? Was it custom to offer him a bite?
“Beef or venison?” the dragon asked.
“It’s a surprise. You seem in the mood for surprises.”
Gamagadar rose like an old man, one limb at a time, parts creeping up as if to avoid cracking. A snap or two sounded as knee joints straightened. He shuffled toward the back of the cavern, disappearing into shadows hovering like storm clouds. Xiami listened to the sound of his scraping talons softening as the distance increased. 
“Where is he going?”
“Out. I left his breakfast on the lakeshore.” He nodded at her portion of the food, encouraging her to eat. “The sound of cracking bones unsettles my stomach.”
“So, you make him crawl outside for his meal?”
He heard the disappointment in her tone and sneered at her. “It’s the only exercise he gets. Fortunately, food still motivates him to move.” He sat on a barrel, which sufficed for a second seat.
She grabbed the sausage and the roll, afraid he was considering taking them back with Gamagadar not present to witness the theft.
He ignored her. “You motivate him, too.” 
“What?” Maybe it hadn’t been a sneer. His gaze lingered on her as if he attempted to define her motivating qualities. Nothing about his attention carried lust or menace, but she shivered anyway. Could he see she wasn’t the trustworthy sort? She snorted and choked on the bread. He already didn’t trust her. He didn’t need proof. She huddled over her food and gobbled it, saving the berries for last. The sausage burned her tongue pleasantly.
He ate with his attention on his food as if she wasn’t seated across the stone table.
“Do dragons need a lot of exercise?” In the flickering flame, she chewed her last berry, savoring the sweet tartness. 
Bruen gathered the wrappings, folding them neatly and returning them to his sack. “Come. Maybe we can get him to swim.”
He strode out of the tunnel, leaving her behind. The candle flickered and danced, its small circle of light putting the rest of the cavern in deeper shadows. Blowing it out, she laughed at her economy with someone else’s resources. The thought of leaving it lit made her cringe. She glanced back at the passage that could lead her back to her troubles. Did he say swim? It would be nice to enjoy the cooler air and wash the salt of her exertions off. 
Who was she kidding? She wasn’t swimming with a bed-ridden dragon and his caregiver.
The tunnel opened out into a pleasant vista. A lake filled a high valley surrounded by a mountain skyline. The craggy top of Mount Skark rose behind her, the other mountains of the Cadore range filling in the distance, Hout to the west. The shoreline ran in both directions and out of sight. She imagined it would take most of the day to hike to its southern edge before she could head toward the city nestled into the side of the mountain. A well-kept rowboat sat pulled half out of the water, its high prow almost as haughty as Bruen. The lake edge lapped at the rocks with rhythmic licks.
She’d have plenty of time to come up with an acceptable story for the gang.
Gamagadar sprawled on the rocky shoreline like a sand dune and sucked his teeth. He rolled his skinny tongue along his inside cheek as if he worked at a stuck bit of bone or gristle. Whatever he’d eaten, he left no remains.
“Gama, go for a swim,” Bruen said. He sat on a boulder near the lapping water.
Gamagadar snorted and rolled onto his side. 
Bruen tugged off his boots, then his socks. Before Xiami could blink, his tunic was over his head and dropped to the stones. He looked at her, issuing a challenging, good-humored gaze. His attention snagged on the knife on her belt. 
She crossed her arms, keeping her gaze focused on the tree-filled background over his shoulder. A woman on her own needed something for defense. Did he wonder if she knew how to use it? She put her hand on the handle and stared back.
“You won’t swim either?” He watched her, his chin lifted in a challenge. “It’s a perfect day for a paddle. Tell me you are not as lazy as a dragon.”
The dragon took umbrage before she could. “I am not so lazy that I cannot warm this pool to boiling.”
Bruen dismissed Gamagadar with a wave and strode into the water. 
He was lean and strong, and she watched him swim with smooth strokes. When he rolled onto his back and floated, legs and arms spread out from his body, she realized she’d been staring. She checked on Gamagadar, who was peering with his blind eyes straight at Bruen. 
“Any light, Gama?” Bruen said, his voice wafting along the lazy ripples that meandered to shore. 
“Maybe some.”
“If you swam, you could wash out that crust and see even better.”
The dragon grunted.
Xiami couldn’t imagine it was safe for the old dragon to swim. Would the creature sink or drown from weakness? “You should let your body digest your meal before you make it take on another job.”
“You think me too old, Xiami? Too creaky and brittle?”
Choices. Did dragons like honesty? She sighed and said, “I do.”
Gamagadar’s cackle could have shattered the mountain. Her hands pressed her ears until it rattled to a stop. He coughed and rested his head.
Bruen swam back to shore and strode to the head of the dragon. “Did that shake anything loose? Ready for that swim?”
Gamagadar’s eyes flashed in her direction. “I’ll swim when she does.”
Bruen faced her, the challenge back in his eyes. “Well, Xiami.” When she shook her head, he said, “Think of how much better you’ll smell. It’d be a kindness to this ancient dragon whose sense of smell rivals all ancients in the depths of time and those yet to be born.”
“I like the way she smells,” Gamagadar said. 
Xiami smirked. She should head back home, but she’d like to see a dragon swim.
The dragon slid his head on the stones, closer to her. “It makes my eyes smart.”
Bruen laughed, his mouth twisted into a self-satisfied grin. “Not partial to my eyes smarting, but to each his own.” He ran into the water and dove, the ripples glinting in the sun where he had disappeared.
“I’ll go if you go,” Xiami said before Bruen surfaced.
“Do you wish to dunk him?”
“I do.”
Gamagadar creaked to his feet and shuffled toward the water. 
She removed her leather jerkin, belt, shoes, and socks, but left the rest of her clothes on. They could use a good dunking, too. Even taking her time, she was in the water to her waist before the dragon stepped a foot in. Her trousers clung to her. Her oversized tunic floated around her without the belt and jerkin to hide the excess material.
Bruen tread water and watched the dragon. “Xiami is not coming in any further until you do the same, up to the waterline.” He winked at Xiami.
“I don’t have a waterline.” Gamagadar sniffed. His knees shook, and Xiami raised her brows at Bruen.
He shook his head. “Gama, you said you’d swim if she did. Are you backing out of a bargain?”
Xiami watched the dragon. That had to have knocked a scale or two off Gamagadar. Dragons do so love their bargains, she’d heard. He swung his head toward her until his shadow draped her. A whisper stole from his puckered lips. “We’re going to dunk him, right?”
“Yes, we are.”
Gamagadar lumbered forward, his legs trembling, and she feared he might have trouble getting out after his swim. Low waves pressed her thighs as he pushed through the water. What would Bruen do then? Insults would not raise a dragon into the air. “You don’t have to go all the way in.”
Bruen rose out of the water a few steps from her. “Don’t know how to swim?” Water cascaded down his chest, and his sun-highlighted hair dripped rivulets that glinted like gold on his cheeks and neck. She turned her back on him. He leaned closer. “Bathing regularly will improve your confidence.”
“I’m waiting for Gamagadar.” Water splashed and pushed against her as Bruen gained her side. 
“I could teach you to swim.” It wasn’t an honest offer. Sarcasm dripped wetter than her tunic hem.
“I know how to swim!”
“Show me.”
“I told you.” She faced him and chewed her lip, unsettled by his nearness. “I’m waiting for the dragon.”
“Gama, get a move on. The girl doesn’t have all day.” 
Girl. Her lip curled. He couldn’t be that much older than her. 
“Don’t take it personally,” Bruen said, his gaze angled at her from under those pale brows. “I just want him to take a swim. He’ll float, and it will ease his bones, maybe even improve his strength if he paddles around a little. I’d tie you to a stone and throw you out there if I thought it would make him move faster.”
“A creditable sacrifice. I feel so valued.” She passed him, stopping when the water lapped at her shoulders.
He swam around her. “We both know you didn’t get lost in the tunnels.” He had lowered his voice. Did he think the dragon couldn’t hear them? She searched for Gamagadar and panicked. Where was he? 
Floating on his back, he pointed downward. “He can’t hear from under the water.” Bruen swam closer. “I don’t know what you were doing in there, but if it gets Gamagadar moving, I’ll accept a stray cat wandering through.”
She looked away from him. He hadn’t called her a thief. That was worse than a stray cat any day.
Gamagadar surfaced in the middle of the lake. He floated, his wings stretched out like old sails left rotting in the sun. 
“Why do you care about him?” 
“No one else will.”
She watched Gamagadar paddle slowly through the water, his white eyes blinking in the bright morning sun. 
“That was a proper swim, Gamagadar, my great and mighty dragon. Come in. I have work to do before sundown.” He glanced at her. “I noticed you didn’t swim.”
The challenge in his tone curled heat up her neck. She dove under the surface and swam toward shore. It was time she left for town and arranged her alibi. As she strode through the water, she realized she hadn’t helped the dragon dunk Bruen. Before, the idea had amused her. Now she really wanted to dunk him.
As Bruen passed her, he said, “You’ll have to come back another time. You never want to back out on a promise to a dragon.”






  
  Chapter Two
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The girl had not said a word as she dressed, but she whispered something to Gamagadar that made the old beast chuckle. Her wet hair hung dark on her shoulders and back, thick like a bedraggled lion’s mane. Sharp black eyebrows gave her eyes a shadowed look, and he wondered what mysteries hid in their gloom. 
She entered Gama’s den from a passageway out of the catacombs. He’d traveled much of the maze and could not imagine what would draw her to this section of the tunnel network. 
With a nod to him and a wave at Gama, she departed, walking with a thoughtful gait down the shoreline. Gama basked in the sun, a peaceful ease about him that Bruen hadn’t seen in recent years. For that alone, he would allow her some secrets since her company had gotten the beast into the water. 
Had she promised to return tomorrow? Daily swims would strengthen the dragon. He’d bring a bigger breakfast, just in case. His gaze wandered back to the shoreline edging the lake to the south. She was delicate in figure, yet she put off strength and confidence. Twenty, maybe twenty-one? What put the weary age in her gaze?
His fingers stilled at the drawstring of his tunic collar. Would she tell people about finding a dragon and his keeper in the mountain passages? She was hiding something. So, such a story might create more trouble for her. It would cause him trouble.
Gama lolled on the polished stones of the beach. He looked better, almost dull rather than dusty. An improvement. He should bring double the venison tomorrow, maybe a snack tonight. How long had it been since Gama swam in the lake? He’d need the nourishment after expending the energy.
Xiami disappeared into the tall pines. He shook his head. The girl was so petite and thin that she must have lived on the streets all her life. Likely, she lived by thieving or from the kindness of strangers. He squeezed the water from his trouser legs, his gaze raking the shoreline for her to appear again. Even if she were a thief, she didn’t have the tarnished view of life he expected. There must have been people who’d fostered hope and compassion in her. There was a hardness to her, though, and she’d been in the catacombs for something nefarious. That knife at her waist wasn’t the type used for occasional slices into string or leather. It was a fighter’s knife, the handle worn but well-balanced by the look of it. Was she a street fighter? No. She hadn’t any noticeable scars. A tiny one on her cheekbone, but that was it. Unless she was very good.
He checked on Gama, snoring in the rising warmth of the day. He would bring that snack tonight and make sure the old boy returned to the chamber. One day, he wouldn’t be able to cajole him into rising. 
Twenty-one years this fall. He shook his head. They had both kept their bargain well, but it had cost more than Bruen would have agreed to had he known what he was giving up. How much had Tarnswell changed over the years? Were any of his family left?
Was that where Xiami lived? Tarnswell? He pushed the dinghy into the water and stepped in, feet dripping. Rowing across the lake gave him time to plan the day. He had hides to tan, that window to fix, and wood to chop. Plenty to keep him busy. 
He scoured the south edge of the lake where Xiami had strode into the pine forest. Was she hiding just out of sight, watching where he went? He rowed faster. He should have followed her and made sure she left the area, but there was nothing to do about it now. She couldn’t see the cabin among the trees, and he doubted she had access to a rowboat. She couldn’t carry it to the lake even if she had one. Twenty-one years. Was that long enough for his own trouble to die out?
What if she swam across? He hadn’t seen her swim. If her cleanliness had anything to tell, it was that she spent little time near the water, not that she was grimy. She’d made some effort with her appearance. It wouldn’t take more than a few days in the streets to gather a stench.
He slowed his rowing. No point in arriving with his arms like water-logged branches. He had work to do, and in the evening, Gamagadar needed that snack.
She had pretty eyes, distrustful, quick to take offense, but he hadn’t looked a woman in the eye in years. Gertie the trapper didn’t count. She had to be a hundred years old, saltier than a wild boar, and dangerous. The dinghy struck the shore, and he hopped out and pulled it onto the rocky bank. He missed Gertie. Even irrational, she was better than not talking to another human for months on end. One had to keep the conversation moving with her. One false word and she could cut a person before they knew she’d taken offense.
He should probably track her down and make sure she was okay. This was his life. Take care of ancient dragons and irrational trappers. What about Xiami? Had he added thieving visitors to his list of needy characters? Lonely people couldn’t be choosy, not that he was lonely. Alone? Yes, very alone. 
The path to the cabin wound through the trees and bushes. Should he hunt first or wait for twilight? The porch stairs sounded hollow beneath his feet. Later, he’d hunt. It was still early enough to chop wood for an hour. He’d change out of his damp trousers afterward and deal with the rest of his chores.

      [image: image-placeholder]Bruen rowed in the twilight. The beach across the lake was empty, so he wouldn’t have to prod Gamagadar into bed. Would the old dragon be sore after his swim? He grimaced. More patches of underskin marked Gama’s belly and legs. Humans formed bedsores, but dragons developed sections of wrinkled, injured skin. He eyed the keg of ointment next to the moose haunch in the bow. Gertie claimed the paste helped with scaly skin. He snorted. How about unscaly skin? He hadn’t explained it was for a dragon, but she’d given him the recipe, and it helped.
The bow scraped on the rocky shoreline, and he tugged the boat clear of the water and hefted the keg to his shoulder. He’d come back for the haunch. 
Without the sun, the passage would be dark. He’d walked it so many times, he could traverse it in his sleep. The only time he ran into trouble was when a girl raced through it. Xiami shocked him when she bumped him that morning at the cavern end. He paused at the tunnel entrance. Would she have returned? A twinge of excitement tickled his neck.
He strode into the tunnel. He didn’t need her kind of trouble. She could cause complications for him and Gama. There was a reason old dragons avoided people. The Bargain promised safety for both groups, but good and bad people lived in the world. Some might consider it a stroke of luck to find a dragon at the end of its days, unable to fight.
How long ago was it? Five years maybe. He switched the keg to the other shoulder. That memory needed to stay buried.
The cavern lay just around the corner, and he hurried forward. A healthy exhale greeted him and flashed the cavern into better illumination. Gamagadar sprawled just past his wider exit that spilled out farther up the beach behind a camouflage of tumbled boulders and messy heaps of deadwood. His breath sounded deep and steady. Bruen put down the keg and lit the candle he’d left on the table rock. 
Xiami had blown it out, keeping it from spending itself while they swam. She couldn’t be all bad, and Gama liked her.
Back at the dinghy, he struggled to carry the moose meat. He hoped Gama would waken and eat it, not that the beast would care if it went whiff by morning. Dragons liked fresh meat but were happy to scavenge when the opportunity arrived. Not that Gama had gone any farther than the beach in over ten years. He dropped the haunch, the thump on the floor barely bringing a twitch to Gama’s nose.
He’d give the old dragon a minute or two of moose aroma before he’d try to wake him.
Waiting by the stone table, he picked at the wax drippings pooled around the candle base. Gama’s wings ruffled, and his feet curled. Was the old fellow dreaming of the hunt, diving to the ground and grabbing the fleeing deer?
Gama must have been a deep brown color in his younger days, or maybe blackened orange. Faded to almost limestone, he looked like a statue. Ancient Dragon Courting the Long Sleep. Bruen memorized Gama’s repose, cataloging the details he’d highlight in a carving. Maybe that was how he’d spend his evening tonight. He hadn’t carved anything for months, nothing noteworthy. There was that fallen tree he’d yet to cut up. He nodded; the idea intrigued him. 
Gama’s head rose, his nostrils busy. “Moose?”
Bruen’s brow arched. His voice didn’t sound as raspy as usual. “You had a good, long drink, didn’t you?”
“Has the lake lowered?” Gamagadar dragged the haunch closer and tossed it. The meat flipped in the air, and he caught it smartly in his mouth and crunched the bones.
Bruen shook out his arms. No matter how long he’d been feeding the dragon, that sound sent a twitch through his body. A memory shoved forward, and he shoved it back into the past. Twenty-one years hadn’t been long enough. Next time, he’d exit the cavern when he delivered a bedside snack.
“I brought the salve for you. Where are your sore spots?”
Gamagadar rolled onto his side and licked his chops. “The usual places.”
“We’ll start with your belly.” Bruen rolled the keg toward the dragon, letting it come to a stop under the pressure of his foot a short distance from the cracked belly skin. He set the candle stub near enough to provide light but out of the reach of a jerking dragon limb.
He wedged the lid off with his knife and dug out the smooth wooden trowel. With a lump of the paste on the trowel, he pressed the creamy green mess into a long dry crack. 
Gamagadar groaned, his talons twitching.
He needed some distraction while Bruen worked. “What did you think of our sneak today?”
“Xiami?”
“Did you have another visitor?”
“I don’t think she’s a sneak.”
“There are plenty of tunnels between here and another outlet. She didn’t walk in from the lakeside. What was she doing so deep in the mountain? Nothing legal.” He moved on to another patch of exposed underskin.
“Seeing me surprised her.” Gamagadar’s stomach twitched under the trowel. “Whatever she sought in the caverns, it wasn’t a dying dragon.”
“Tch. You’re not dying.” Bruen leaned back and surveyed his work. “Slowly chipping away, maybe.”
“Thank you for pasting me back together. I’ll give you Xiami for your kindness.”
“You can’t give me a person.” What would he do with that kind of trouble? A sigh escaped his lips, and he scratched his chin. No, he didn’t want that kind of trouble, did he? No, no, he didn’t.
“I asked her to come back. We planned to dunk you in the lake but ran out of time.”
Bruen scooped another wad of salve. They could try. “And what did she say to that?”
“‘Maybe.’ But I think the idea intrigues her.”
“No surprise there. She looks the type to enter a tussle for the fun of it.”
“She’s not. I think she’s lonely and afraid.”
“You blind dragon, she’s none of those things. What you heard was hunger, deprivation, and guilt.”
Gamagadar lifted his front leg, exposing a deep crack in his armpit. 
Bruen swore. “That’s a nasty one, buddy.”
“She reminds me of you when you crawled in here broken, hungry, deprived, and guilty. Do you remember that day?”
Bruen clenched his teeth. That was the worst day of his life. No, the second worst day. He kept his voice even. “You planning to replace me?”
“You could use some help.”
“I could bring Gertie. She’d probably forget you existed by the time I rowed her back across the lake.”
“I like Xiami.”
“What’s not to like? She’s scrawny, ill-kempt, hiding something, and a liar. Just your kind of people.”
“You’re very distrustful, Bruen.” 
He started in on the dragon’s shoulder. “Says the dragon who made me promise never to tell anyone about him. The dragon who requires I live across the lake. The dragon—”
“But the man agreed without hesitation to the bargain. He never argued for companionship. You have your own dark secrets, which I have kept.”
Who was Gama going to tell? “Lift your elbow.” They’d played this verbal game before. Bruen examined the underside of the dragon’s front leg. Slathering salve onto the thick, cracked skin exposed around an elbow spine, he wondered if it might be safe to leave the woods he’d hidden in for so long. Who would remember him now?
But there was Xiami. She knew where he lived and who he protected. Even if he had outlived his enemies, she could start rumors dangerous to Gama, to both of them, and he’d gotten rather fond of the old brute. He troweled a glob of salve across a patch of bare underskin. It looked improved from the last time he’d treated it. Maybe once a week wasn’t frequent enough. “Ready to roll over?” He backed away, kicked the keg aside, and picked up the candle.
Gamagadar rolled with a groan, and Bruen followed, rearranging his workspace, and resumed applying the salve. “I think I’d like to swim again tomorrow.” 
Bruen stopped troweling. “Is that so? Why?”
The dragon shrugged, knocking Bruen into a thick layer of salve on a rear foot. 
“Thanks, Gama. I wanted to go home smelling like dragon medicine, gooey from hip to shoulder.”
“You’re welcome. Now you won’t fall out of your bed. You’ll stick in place until morning.”
“Maybe you are dying. Your humor is certainly wasting away.” He scraped the trowel down his side, the salve penetrating his tunic. It cooled his skin where the cloth stuck. He pressed the paste into a small scabby area.
“A companion could keep you in bed, too.”  
“Are you taking up matchmaking in your death throes? I don’t need a companion. I’ve got you.” He dropped the trowel in the keg and smacked the lid into place. “You should sleep on this side more. It has fewer lesions.”
Gama sighed. “Maybe tomorrow.”
Bruen patted his scaled jaw and lugged the much lighter keg to his shoulder. “Rest, Gama. I’ll see you tomorrow.” His tunic stuck to his skin when he leaned down for the candle. Maybe he’d take an evening swim. Some soap stone might work the paste out of the cloth fibers.
“Bring fish. I’m craving lake bass.”
“You can catch that yourself.”
“Xiami would bring me bass.”
Bruen snorted. So they had a new topic to wind away the days. They would probably never see her again. It had to have taken most of the day for her to get back to town. He eyed the tunnels across the cavern. It would be faster if she came in the same way as before. He’d like to know which passage she came through.
Whatever secret she had might be in the tunnels. He blew out the candle and set it on the stone table. “Good night, Gama.”
The dragon snored, already asleep. Bruen chuckled as he left. Usually, it took crabby mutterings and all manner of rolling and twitching before Gama slumbered. 
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