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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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Lena Rebough curled on her side and propped a foot on a coil of rope on the starboard bow. The folded tarp beneath her shoulder smelled vaguely of turpentine. The water lapped rhythmically on the dock pilings and the boat hull.  Riasne’s easy rocking lulled her senses, but she would not fall asleep. If there was going to be another boat trashed at the docks, it wouldn’t be this one or her father’s other two if she had any say about it.
Her hand clenched the gaff on the deck beside her. Let’s see who wants to be at the hooked end of my annoyance.
She cocked her head a fraction and listened. Something didn’t sound quite right. It could have been a skree. The big sea mammals liked to lurk around the piers for bits of fish left behind from the daily catch. They tended to make the docks rock with their weight, though. The sound she heard was softer, and the docks weren’t pitching oddly. 
Lena flattened her body against the deck and squirmed around the crab pots she’d set about her to shield her from easy view. The only light was more than thirty slips away above the rocky quay, and the quarter moon turned the shadows more gray than black. The glow of the oil lamp swung like a seasick ghost from the pole in the distance as the breeze shifted.
She drew the gaff forward with her, careful to keep it from scraping. The raised edge of the forward deck pressed into her forearm. Lena yanked the rolled edge of her knitted hat down, but her hair tumbled forward as she leaned, catching under her elbow and tugging her downward. She lifted her arm and raised her head. Why hadn’t she braided her hair and tucked it under her coat?
She crept forward. Her leather-padded elbows slid over the varnished deck and acted as a buffer between her and the hard boards. 
There. That shadow doesn’t look right. Had it been there before? She rolled her eyes. She should have taken the time to memorize the lay of the barrels and piles of tackle before taking her spot on the boat. Now everything looked wrong ways. 
Her father’s smaller third boat, the Pilar, was three boats away and barely discernable. There it was again. She tipped her head toward the quay. It sounded like cloth rubbing together. What on the dock would do that? She ran through her inventory of quayside noises. Nothing natural to the dock, she decided. She stiffened when her own trousers rubbed together. But it hadn’t been her trousers before. She hadn’t moved. A rope brushed the rubber dock buffer and groaned. 
Someone is definitely on the dock!
Lena squinted around a crab pot then backed up behind it. She’d peer through the netting and keep herself hidden. The pots were more camouflage than an actual shield. One good match or a lit lamp and she’d be exposed. 
The Riasne lurched, and she flattened, tightening her grip on the gaff. It lurched again, and she turned her head to look to the stern. 
Two figures stood beside each other on the lower deck. In the shadows, one pointed; the other seemed to nod. Neither spoke. 
Lena gave them no warning, rising swiftly and raising the gaff, before jumping to the lower deck boards. Careful to avoid stepping where she’d removed the covers over the access to the hold and its crab basins, she bent her knees and took the rocking of the boat with ease. A stranger to the boat would easily misstep, while she knew from practice and familiarity how to avoid the square holes. 
The first figure grunted and lunged for her, but she held him off with the heavy hook, then pulled back and swung it to catch on the overalls he wore. 
Using the sudden rocking of the boat to add momentum, she sent him over the side before he had time to do more than grope for the pole. She jerked it away in time to keep him from taking it with him into the water. 
His splashing and swearing filled the air. He’d have to find a way to climb back onto the pier if he had any hope of diving back into the fray. She could hear him swimming away with heavy strokes.
The second man, his agitated breathing filling the air, grabbed for her, but she knew the Riasne better than the trespasser and sidestepped while he tripped on the gear stowed on the port side and dropped a foot into a crab basin in the hold. 
But the boat was small, its beam only wide enough for a three-man crew, so she hadn’t much room to maneuver with. If he knew what he’d stepped into, one stride would have her within easy reach and nowhere to escape but overboard.
He swung, and she ducked, using the mast to block his reach. About to leap back atop the upper deck, she felt the gunwale against her calves. If the boat rocked at all when she jumped, she’d likely land in the drink. The darkness hampered him more than it did her on a familiar boat. She bent her knees again and prepared to dive under his next swing.
A third figure jumped aboard, and she shook her head. Surprise had given her the upper hand with the first fellow, and the second she could have managed with guile and diversion, but a third? She huffed and thrust the gaff to drive the heavy breather back. 
Before he could do more than jerk in his stomach, he flew off the boat and into the water with a splash that drenched her from knee to shoulder. The boat rocked almost to the point of her losing her balance and joining the second fellow. A sudden gulp sounded as he rose to the surface and a surprised shriek ended abruptly. 
“What?” roared past her teeth. She’d have looked over the side to see the reason for his fright if not for the third intruder.
The remaining interloper straightened up, his hands on his hips. “Lena?”
She squinted, her eyes focused on the dark figure. That voice. She sighed. Why him? Wait. Glaring, she said, “Are you one of them? Have you been trashing the boats?” 
In the sparse moonlight, he tipped his head. “I just tossed him over the side, before he tossed you, I might add, and now you’re accusing me of attempting to wreck your father’s boat.”
“Jae, who knows what you intend?” she said. “You’re not from around here. You show up asking for work and haven’t anyone to speak for you. You could be behind the spoiling of pots and boats.”
“I’m not,” he said, his voice aggrieved.
“So you say,” she countered.
He stepped closer. “Why are you out here?”
“I’m protecting our property.”
“That’s why I’m here,” Jae said.
“It’s not your property.”
“It is my employer’s property.”
She tugged at her damp trousers. “Dad didn’t say he was having you out here as a guard.”
“Does Reb tell you everything about his business?”
“Pretty much.” She had to admit, it sounded like something her father would do. She hadn’t told him her plans to watch through the night, but if she was going to be living with her parents at her age, she should earn her keep. While rolling a shoulder and loosening the stiffness from lying on the deck for the last few hours, she looked over the gunwale. What had made that man scream out? She hadn’t heard him swim away. The breeze riffled past her, chilling her where the water had seeped into her clothes. She shivered.
Jae sighed and stepped off the boat. “Let me walk you home. Now that you know I’m on watch, you don’t have to stay here.” He held out his hand to her. 
She stowed the gaff hook beneath the gunwale before following him to the stern. She looked at his hand and then at him like he was out of his mind and leaped to the dock without his help. She’d been on these boats since she was a toddler, and had been a crabber for her father at least nine years. Maybe at twelve, she hadn’t been terribly useful, but at twenty there was no room for complaint. 
She brushed past him. What made him think she needed any help? “I can walk myself home.” She gave an involuntary shiver. The walk home in soggy clothes was not going to be pleasant. The spring weather was still cool at night.
Her heels pounded the wood as she strode past two boats. The third was the Pilar. It had been damaged two nights earlier. Gavin was working on repairing it. She couldn’t see in the dark how far he’d progressed, but she knew at least tonight it had suffered no further harm.
“I’ll watch them, Lena.”
She sniffed and strode on toward the end of the dock. She could hear his heavy boots as he followed. Would he follow her all the way home?
At the rocky quay, she slowed down, bounding from rock to rock. “If you shadow me, you won’t be watching the boats.”
“But I will be making sure you get home safely.”
She paused on a flat boulder. “I don’t know how I managed all these years in the dark without you, on familiar paths, among people I’ve known all my life.” 
“I’m not the bad guy, Lena,” Jae said. He tugged at her sleeve. “If I hadn’t been there, you could have been hurt.”
She jerked her arm out of his reach, taking shorter hops in case he planned to grab hold of her again. It would not be fun to lose her footing. “I can handle two men in my own territory. I had a plan, and it was working.”
“It worked better when I joined it.”
“You’re lucky you didn’t step into the crab holds. I had the deck boards pulled up,” she said then stopped in her tracks. “I forgot to put them back down, and it’s your fault.”
“I’ll get them in place for you when I get back to the docks,” he said, his voice just barely hiding a snicker. “I’m really trying to get along with you.”
Her shoulders rose. “Why? Why are you here at all? You’re not really a fisher.”
“My family’s been crab fishing for generations.”
“That antique you claim was your grandfather’s could have been purchased from any retired crabber.” She increased her pace once her feet landed on the pathway.
She heard his stride lengthen. Catching up to her, he walked alongside her. 
The silence was broken only by the distant surf, the light breeze and the hum of insects greeting spring. 
“Why won’t you believe me?” he asked.
She stared at him, giving him a quick glance from foot to head. She couldn’t see much in the darkness, but she’d looked long enough when she first met him two months earlier to answer the question. The soft hands, lacking calluses unique to the profession before he joined dad’s crew. The dark hair and lightly tanned skin, unlike a real crabber. Clothes barely suited to the job. He claimed he had so many brothers there was no point to him joining the family business, so he had set out to start fresh in Bailey Harbor. No one came to Bailey to start fresh. The crab fishers were just managing these last few years to make enough to keep their families fed. No one with any sense would start out here, certainly not with an old tub like he had. “You lack credibility.”
“Haven’t I worked hard?”
Dad had said he was a quick learner and seemed to know things, even though it was obvious he lacked practical experience in aspects of the trade. Something wasn’t right about him though, and she couldn’t put her finger on it. Not yet anyway. She squinted at him. I’ll figure you out, Mr. I’m-So-Innocent Herssher.
The rocky walls bordering the cottages they passed were just starting to turn green with the vines in their early leafing. She could smell their spring freshness on the light breeze that raised gooseflesh on her skin, too. She couldn’t wait to get out of her damp clothes. 
They took the pathway as it turned, and the Rebough house came into view. “You can leave off here. I don’t think I’ll get lost since I can see the house.”
“I always leave the ladies I walk home at their doorstep.”
“You’re walking with me, not walking me home. This isn’t a date.”
“If it was a date, would you let me walk you home?”
“A moot question as we’re not going on any dates.”
“You’re breaking my heart.”
“I’ll bust your shin if you don’t go away.”
“How can a petite, pixie girl like you have such a big personality?”
“More proof you don’t know anything about being a fisher. People with tiny personalities are taken to the sea’s bosom, and it isn’t a romantic hug.”
Jae stopped at the break in the rock wall and let her pass through. He leaned his hip on the rough stone and crossed his arms. “I could dance the jig on a deck in a squall, and you’d claim I practiced on a barrel the day before.”
“You can dance a jig in a squall? That I’d like to see.”
“Good night, Lena. Thanks for the help tonight.”
“I wasn’t helping you.”
“And yet you did.” He turned away and headed back down the path.
She charged the path to the door, and without a backward glance, entered the house. “Jae Herssher, . . .” Well, she’d figure him out after she got out of these wet clothes and into bed. It wasn’t likely that anyone would take another stab at the moored boats. And she had the satisfaction of knowing Jae wasn’t going to get any sleep tonight while she was.

      [image: image-placeholder]Lena finished plaiting her hair as she proceeded down the narrow stairs from her attic room. The shiplap wall shone with varnish, providing a near mirror-like finish capable of reflecting the blue of her morning dress. She’d purposely put on the frock in hopes of avoiding admitting she’d spent most of the night on the Riasne. Though if Jae tattled to Dad, she’d have to confess. He’d probably already been by to blather.
At the bottom of the stairs, she stopped and peered through the open doorway of the morning room. Dad and Mom sat at the table with toast and coffee. A platter of scrambled eggs and spiced sausage steamed in the middle of the table. 
“Join us, Lena,” Mom called.
She squared her shoulders and entered, choosing her usual seat and taking a plate from the stack. Her brothers had already been by for breakfast, evidenced by the gaping scoops in the food on the platter. She slid toast onto her plate along with a serving of eggs and sausage.
“You’re rather finely dressed for repairing pots,” said Dad, eyeing her speculatively. His smile softened his slate-blue eyes, the color of a sea under squall. 
Did he know where she’d been last night? 
“I’ve been in nothing but work clothes for three days,” she said. “I wanted a few hours in something light.”
“You look lovely,” he said, his smile growing. “Jae has already finished the repairs, so rest for the day. I hope to do a crabbing run tomorrow after I inspect the Pilar. Would you like to come with me?”
“For the inspection?” Her thoughts ran amok. Jae finished the repairs? She didn’t look forward to undoing poor workmanship. She’d have to examine each crab trap carefully. Dad’s eyes were not as good as they were in the past.
“You’ve a good eye. You’ll catch what I might miss.” He echoed her thoughts.
“Then she would have to change out of her dress.” Mother took a sip of her steaming drink. “Do your inspection without her. You still have your hands, and they’ll pick up anything your eyes miss. Tomorrow she can scrutinize the boat if you feel it necessary.”
“Did you need me, Mom?”
Mom set her cup down. “I would just like to see you dressed less like a dockworker for more than a few morning hours for a change.”
Lena chewed and swallowed. “It’s rather uncomfortable, if not dangerous, to fish in skirts.”
Mom picked up her butter knife and tapped Lena’s knuckles lightly. “Don’t be smart with me.” She scraped at her toast before smoothing jelly over it. “I’ve pulled up pots in a skirt in my day.”
“And complained like an old fishwife,” Dad mocked.
The knife rapped her father’s knuckles, and he chuckled. He licked the jam off with relish and dropped a kiss on Mom’s pinked cheek. He rose from his seat. After taking a few steps to the door, he paused. “You’ll probably want to nap before lunch, Lena. A long night lying in wait for trouble on the docks can wear out even an energetic young lady like yourself.”
“Dad, I…”
“I know. You were just looking out for the business.” He held up a hand. “I’m just pleased Jae was there to back you up and keep you from knocking the stuffing out of the culprits.”
“Dad, you say that like you think they didn’t deserve to lose their stuffing.”
“I don’t know their reasons, but some people do things they wouldn’t normally out of fear.”
She grumbled, “I certainly gave them something to fear.” She thought back instantly to the screech of the second fellow when he was tossed overboard. Should she have confirmed they had made it safely to shore? Walking back with Jae had distracted her. Why was that? She’d made no attempt to figure out who had tried to strike at the Riasne. Had he purposely gotten her out of the area so they could make a clean getaway?
“Aye, no one’s safe when you’ve got the hook in your grip,” Dad said.
Had he told them everything? She hadn’t pegged Jae for a gossip.
“Dad, why do you trust Jae? He has no history with us or anyone in Bailey.”
“I know him,” he said, his voice no-nonsense. 
“Just a couple of months.”
“You fish with a man, you learn what oar he’s paddling with. He’s good enough for me.” He tightened his gaze on her. “And that should be good enough for you.”
“Of course, Dad.” She tried to look contrite. He always could tell who was worth granting his trust to. But why Jae when she couldn’t dredge up a splinter of appreciation for the fellow?
He rubbed his ear. “Can’t figure out why you don’t see it, too.”
Mom scraped another piece of toast. “She doesn’t want to.”
What in fish scales does that mean?
He touched his finger to his nose and then wagged it at Mom before leaving the morning room.
She hated it when they started signaling to each other.

      [image: image-placeholder]Lena nursed her ale and drummed her fingers on the scarred tabletop. The fishers seated about the place were grumbling. Not for the same reason she was, but she was in good company.
Checking the crab pots had left her disgruntled. The ones Jae had completed weren’t bad. In fact, Lena had to admit, they were nearly as good as her own work. He’d wrapped the bracing snugly, thus avoiding wear on the pots each time they were pulled aboard and scraped the gunwale or dragged along the rocky bottom. For some reason, she found his competent work annoying. Where did he learn to repair crab pots? Even the bait mounts were well done, different than her own technique but adequate to the job.
Toddy at the bar wiped it down while his observant eye gauged who would need a refill next. The dim light of the thick-framed windows revealed the dust motes in the air. She swiped her hand through the stripes of light, writing Jae’s name. Thinking about the fellow was giving her a headache. She tapped the table again, her trim nails beating out a dull thud she barely heard over the murmur of voices. 
Her frustration was lifting even though she scratched at her annoyance with the man. She kept reigniting it with indignant mumblings of “Jae Herssher” only she could hear, but each time, it was getting harder to work up any steam over his easy attitude with her family. The mildly alcoholic smell of the Tinker’s Damn, the clink of tankards, even Casker’s acidic pipe smoke was working its way into raising her contentment. 
Marlis and she had come here with Dad and her brothers since they were awkward enough to trip over their dainty shoelaces. It was as much her home as home was. She gazed about the tavern. Half the men in the place had danced with her on her thirteenth birthday, some of them a bit tipsy, but one couldn’t complain. They’d made sure to avoid stepping on her toes and mussing her dress. The lady fishers had each helped in some way to teach her how to sew, clean fish, dredge clams or protect her hair from sun and wind. Not that Mom hadn’t already provided that instruction.
She grumped. They all liked Jae. She tapped the table. Well, she couldn’t expect them to be perfect.
Old Rhomie stood up from the table near hers and gathered his balance a moment before taking a step forward. She watched him intently. She might have to walk him back to his fish shack if he didn’t straighten his shoulders a bit more.
He turned his mussed gray head and blinked at her. A grin drew up his face and brightened his faded eyes. “Lena, my sweet angel.” He shuffled toward her, looking steady enough for her to keep her seat. She patted the chair beside her. He settled himself down and grasped her hand. “You married yet?”
“Oh, Rhomie, you know I’m still waiting for you to ask.”
His wry grin lightened her mood further. “I’d not survive the wedding. My heart would give out two steps from the preacher.” He tapped the back of her hand. “You need a young handsome fellow you don’t mind giving a little of those reins to that you grasp in your white knuckles, mouth in a grimace.”
“Reins. I don’t even own a horse.” And she never grimaced.
“Men like to know they’re needed.” He shook his head. “Actually, everyone likes to know they’re needed. You don’t seem to need anyone.”
She liked that she wasn’t just independent but capable. She didn’t imagine she’d go through life alone, but she hadn’t met anyone she was willing to give up any of her independence to or share it with. Besides, she still had college to start. Who was she kidding? She still had to save enough tuition to begin going.
He looked around the tavern, his head low and comically conspiratorial.
He’s not going to give me love advice, is he?
He leaned close. “I saw it.”
Her eyebrows rose. “What?”
He whispered so lightly she couldn’t hear him at all. In the dim evening, she couldn’t make out his lips either. They really should light the lamps.
“Say again, Rhomiums.”
He patted her hand. “I like it when you call me Rhomiums. Reminds me of my little girl.” He let out a sigh. “All grown up now.”
She shook her head. She must have misunderstood.
He tapped her knuckle. “Lena, I saw it.”
“Saw what?”
“The beast.”
She stiffened and leaned closer. No one was close enough to hear, and he’d whispered. She didn’t want him to get teased again. “Well, that’s nice.”
He patted her hand with a decided snap to it. “Be nice to your Rhomiums. I tell you, I saw the beast. And I’ve proof this time.”
She looked at his eyes. They were sharp with none of the occasional senility he was showing of late. “Tell me what you saw.”
He leaned in close. “She winked long and slow, the lid sliding over the green slit eye like an eel over a fist-sized pearl.” His chin dipped, a confident punctuation of his statement.
Oh, he was getting lyrical. “You saw an eyeball?”
“In the harbor, the waves lapping up and spraying atop a pale shiny head.”
“Could have been a skree.”
He pressed his two gnarled fists together. “They’ve eyes this big?”
She stared at his hands, then grasped them with her own and pulled them down to the table. The sunspots on his skin added a degree of sea creature to his illustration, but she had to admit, skree were big, but their eyes were beady small. Maybe one of her own small fists would be more in keeping. Old Rhomie was not one to overstate, unlike many a fisher she knew. He’d been claiming there was a beast living in the harbor for a couple of months.
“How far away were you, and where were you?” she asked.
“It was ten feet from my bow at the lee side of the breakwater,” he said with a moment of thought.
She didn’t like imagining him out on a boat. “Were you out there alone?”
“Davie was with me, but he didn’t see it. He was busy pulling a pot.” His smile faltered as if he knew she wasn’t going to believe him without a reliable witness.
She smoothed her hair. “You said you had proof.”
Rhomie’s grin enlarged like he only just remembered he had. He dug through his pockets, following a process of recall she found both endearing and worrisome. Slapping his pockets, he rattled on as if he had moved the item several times. He was taking himself through the migration of whatever he was intending to show her and drawing attention. His grin drooped on one side. “I think I might have left it at home.”
“Well, let me take you home then, and you can show me there.” She stood and helped him rise. She’d guided him home enough times that the fishers who had been watching returned their gazes to their drinks or other people’s business. Lena pushed in the chairs and drew him toward the door. 
“Rhomiums, how much have you had to drink?”
He eyed her with a look that almost made her apologize. Drink made him conjure fantasies. She held his gaze, keeping her face a mask of tolerant interest.
“A single tankard.” He tugged her toward the door. “You remind me of Algira in other than her sweet ways, too. But you’ll wear another look once I get you in my shack.”
“Why, Rhomie, are you flirting with me?” The fishers within hearing distance guffawed and snorted into their drinks then turned away to resume card games and dominoes.
Rhomie looked appalled. He fairly dragged her from the tavern. “You’ve a mean streak, Lena.”
“Did you want them hearing you think you saw a dragon swimming near the harbor? What would they do with that, Rhomiums?”
His wiry gray brows pulled together. “No need to make me look the fool. I do that enough myself. You’re sharp enough to come up with something else to turn their attention.” He stared into the dark they paced into. “I might have drunk a second tankard, but I know what I saw.”
Lena winced. She could have come up with something better. She chose to make him look silly. His comment about her not wanting to give up control must have dug under her skin a bit deeper than she cared to admit. She patted his arm. “I’m sorry, Rhomie. You’re right. You deserve better from me.” She looked up at him, stooped as he was and still a head taller than she, from under her lashes. 
He squeezed her hand on his arm. “I can’t hold a grudge against you, girl. Always been my favorite of the little ones.” He sighed. “You’ll believe me when I show you what I found.”
He’d always given her his finds from the ocean, knowing her interest in all things sea-related. She had an entire side of her bedroom dedicated to the oddities she’d found or acquired through others, a large portion of her collection provided by Rhomie. 
“You’re right, Rhomiums. No one’s going to take to a girl with a sharp tongue and an evil eye.”
“Aw, that evil eye only frightens the weak ones away.”
“But my tongue could use a file.”
He held up a hand, finger and thumb not far apart. “Just a shaving or two.”
She laughed, and he with her.
“Always like it when that jingle of a bell you have for a laugh rings in the air. That alone will draw a fellow to eye you a long time. There isn’t a man alive who doesn’t love a girl that can laugh with a wind chime in her throat.”
“You are such a poet, Rhomiums.” She pointed ahead. “Here’s your house.”






  
  Chapter Two
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The gravel walk crunched beneath the soles of their boots as they approached Rhomie’s single-story house. Rhomie held the door open for her. They left their shoes under the bench against the wall, and she followed him into his living room. He lit a lamp on a table between the only two seats in the room. It was a tidy space with wooden-slat chairs, the wool-stuffed cushions showing a bit of wear. She plopped into one and drew a foot up under her. 
Rhomie disappeared into his bedroom. Drawers slid open and shut. She worried he didn’t remember what he was looking for or where he had put it. He returned holding a magnifying glass and a flat fan-shaped shell. He must have been searching for the magnifier.
He sat in the other chair and leaned past the table, holding the items out to her. “You tell me what it is.”
She took the two objects. How was she going to tell him it was just a shell? The pale, faintly concave piece lay in her palm, extending out past her fingers. He should recognize it without her having to shatter his dreams. Frustration rose as she wondered what she could say and not hurt his feelings.
Rhomie moved the lamp across the table, closer to her. “Take a good look.”
She raised the magnifier to her eye and gazed intently at the alabaster surface and blinked. She adjusted the glass. She had assumed it was a well-worn clamshell, flattened and smoothed by constant sand brushing against it. 
She collected her attention and began to catalog features. The layering was unlike that of a clamshell, definitely not one worn by wave action. The shape wasn’t quite clam-like either. Though a fan, it seemed like… Well, she wasn’t sure what it seemed like. A scale. She’d never seen a dragon scale, so that was a comparison she couldn’t make, but scale seemed like the right word to use. She tipped it to view the more narrowed end. A bit of hardened flesh—gristle, maybe tendon—remained. And there was no indenture where the muscle would grip the shell. The anatomy was quite different. And the outer border showed no sign of meeting with an opposing edge. It was more like it overlaid a similar shape rather than met the edges of the other half of a clamshell. Even more confounding was the slight flexibility she discerned when she gripped it tightly.
“You have me perplexed, Rhomiums. I don’t know what it is.”
“A scale, you might say,” he offered with the beginnings of a smirk. 
“Well, that is the word that comes to mind, but I don’t have any experience with such things unless they belong to fish.” She watched the pleasure brighten his face and glanced back at the scale in her hand. It would have to be some big fish. The thickness alone would give anyone cause to fear such a creature. “I don’t know what to make of it. Why do you think this belongs to the creature you saw or the eyeball?”
“That eyeball had scales above and below, same color, same shape, just loads shinier and sharper looking.” He tapped the edge of it. “I found that on the shore, along the leeward edge of the west jetty.”
She rubbed her brow. “It’s old.” Her thumb rubbed at the silky finish. The light hitting it made the surface appear pearlescent. She shook her head and grimaced. 
Rhomie slumped in his chair. “For a minute there, you were ready to believe me and then you let skepticism pull you back. Why couldn’t there be a dragon in the harbor?”
“They fly, Rhomie, not swim. I doubt they even like seawater, probably dampens their flames.”
He stared at her, his eyes losing their shine. “I remember when you believed everything I told you. I’ve never lied to you, Lena.” He got up and walked into the entryway. Gripping the handle of the door, he rested his head against the wood. “You take it with you. When you have an explanation for it, bring it back and tell me what it really is.” He pulled the door open and glanced out at the falling night.
Lena left the magnifier on the table. She almost left the shell or scale or whatever it was there too but thought better of it. He’d be insulted if she didn’t take it. She always accepted the finds he shared with her. She put on her boots. Rhomie didn’t look at her when she stepped beside him, laying her hand on his arm before slipping by. 
“Good night, Rhomie.”
“See you get home safe, girl,” he said, but he didn’t look at her as she walked past and out the door.
She waited a moment for him to glance her way, but he retreated inside. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Lena agreed with her father. The Pilar was seaworthy, just not particularly pleasing to look at. Gavin was incorporating some of the surface damage into the woodwork by carving intricate patterns and images. Parts of the boat appeared to be morphing into seaweed and shelled creatures. There were still repairs to make, but it was all cosmetic now.
Some repairs to the gunwale and decking he had already varnished, but there was still a lot of exposed wood, both new and old. The hull damage was repaired, the crab basins replaced and the boards above them reseated or substituted with newly shaped deck covers that contrasted with the weathered decking. 
Lena ran her hand over a new cleat. Overhead, the furled sail revealed well-stitched seams, but the jagged scar in the canvas was impossible to miss. The attack on the boat had been a fast and furious set of blows with sledgehammer and hook. Thank goodness Gavin was such a fine woodworker. Though he wasn’t a boat builder, he knew wood and how to weave a strong joint.
Dad stood beside her, his lips pursed. He was trying to gauge her reaction. His own knowledge of boats told him the boat was seaworthy, but with his eyesight failing, she knew he had less confidence in his assessments.
“Dad, she’s ready for a run.” She squinted at a carving of a periwinkle crab where a hook had gouged the wood. Marlis had married a good man when she dragged Gavin to the altar. “Do you want help loading her with the rest of the pots?”
“Jae will be by shortly. He’s going out with me.”
She wrinkled her nose but turned to look out beyond the jetty so Dad wouldn’t see. “Okay. I’ll leave you two to take her out.”
“Brannen and Rafe are taking the Riasne and laying pots with us.”
Huh. He only told her that to make going out with Jae more palatable to her.
“They can watch how she rides in the water,” he said.
Or not. They’d be too busy with their own pot setting.
She nodded at him and gave him a kiss on the cheek before stepping out of the boat. She was glad her brothers would be nearby in any case. Their rule had always been to run the pots in pairs. Even close to shore, the wrong action could lead to dangerous results.
Jae’s voice sounded at her shoulder. “Is a kiss part of the boat preparation? I’ll take mine right here.”
Lena turned around sharply, forcing him to back up to avoid her elbow, and smirked. 
He pointed at his clean-shaven cheek. He’d tied his hair back in a leather thong, a curly ponytail hanging just above the round collar of his woven pullover. The rusty color made his gray eyes bright above his sunburned cheeks.
“No one wishes to give you a kiss, Jae? How sad.” She tweaked his smooth chin. “I’ve no desire to break the streak, but maybe, one day, you’ll appeal to someone.” She poked his cheek, watching the skin pale. “Wear a hat.”
“So you do care.” 
He sounded surprised which was nothing to her own shock at the statement. “My dad’s eyes are failing enough without the reflection of your shiny skin doing further damage.”
Jae snorted.
“She didn’t get much sleep last night,” said Dad. “Her comebacks are usually better contrived.”
She clamped her mouth shut and stomped away. What was Dad up to? He was practically encouraging Jae to flirt. Since when did he start looking to match her up with someone? And Jae of all people.
She’d sooner kiss one of the knotheads who had tried to sink the Riasne last night. She turned on her heel to glare as the two stowed a few more items.
“Jae!”
He stood up from coiling a rope near the bow. A smirk rose on his face. “Changed your mind about that kiss?”
She gave him a long deadpan stare then said, “Did you happen to recognize either of the two fools we tossed last night?
He shook his head, the skin around his eyes crinkling like they were hoarding all his tease. 
She squinted. “What are you looking gleeful about?”
“Just wondering what kept you from asking that last night.” He reached for another rope and began putting it in a precise spiral. “Did something about me sidetrack your attention?”
“I hope he shuts his yap while you’re crabbing, Dad, or you’re going to be calling it an early run just to get him off the boat and have some peace and quiet.”
“You’re going about it all wrong, Jae,” Dad said. He stepped onto the dock.
“What’s the secret, Reb?” Jae laid the second rope in a neat pile beside the first, and squatted down, looking like a kid taking a lesson from a master.
“Give her interesting finds from the sea instead of jibes. She’s a softy for a skree jawbone or a bright seashell.”
“It can’t be that easy.”
Lena rolled her eyes and strode down the dock. If he gave her so much as a sprig of seaweed she was going to knock him into the nearest riptide. The two of them if Dad continued giving Jae advice on how to win her salty heart.
Another one of the new co-op crabbing boats was moored to her right. Lena stopped and looked it over. They were larger than any of the other boats tied to the dock. She frowned at the clean lines of the crabbing boat. Sometimes, she suspected them of causing the trouble these past few weeks. They would gain by the local crabbers and fishers being put out of business. Their troubles had coincided with the first of the boats showing up and taking up the open spots on the dock and a few of the anchorages near the harbor mouth. Was it really that simple? They were working to take over the harbor crabbing? 
The fellows from last night hadn’t seemed familiar, and in a small community that was odd. But these boats were from up the coast. She hadn’t gotten to know but a couple of the fishers. They’d seemed nice enough and ran their pots away from the locals’ habituated lanes. Maybe it was time to make friends with this polite cooperative venture. Maybe they weren’t as polite as they looked.
She’d add it to her list. There were nets to repair before she could take her daily stroll along the shore. She’d have to think about how she might build a connection with the co-op.

      [image: image-placeholder]The sky was gray though the air was warm, and she wondered if Dad had returned the Pilar to the docks. It was possible a squall was coming in. A dark roiling hung at the edges of the horizon, and she didn’t like him being out on a boat just back from a near sinking. She often could see their usual pot lane from the jetty end, and she picked her way along, from jagged rock to jagged rock. Perhaps she could confirm that they were no longer running the pots. 
The sea was kicking up spray, misting her, cooling her sweating face. Her trousers were rolled up just below her knees and her sleeves pushed up above the elbows. She stopped to braid her hair, facing the light wind to keep the short hairs that danced about her face back. In the short time it took her, the horizon had darkened further.
She leaped with care as she continued to the end of the jetty, ensuring her footing was sound. A fall would lead to deep cuts and likely some broken bones. She’d learned her lesson long ago. Lena fingered the scar at the hairline of her right temple. She snorted. That lesson made an impression.
So far she hadn’t sighted the Pilar or the Riasne. Mika’s Capris was just coming into the harbor, the bright hull bobbing in the whitecaps. He rarely took anyone out with him, preferring to manage on his own. She appreciated his independence, though she shook her head, recognizing it was never smart to take the sea for granted. He’d already suffered one sinking, but that had been at the dock upon returning from a crabbing run, so she admitted he seemed to have good luck.
The last rocks were before her, and she climbed over them to take a stand on a flat prominence. The breeze picked up, dragging strands of hair from her braid and whipping it against her skin in intermittent gusts. Her gaze snagged on a set of red and black buoys arrayed rather close to the jetty. She recognized them right off as Mika’s. 
“Those will be hard to pull up if the squall does rush through.” The roiling waves would drag against the buoys, snarling the ropes in the rocks this close to the jetty. She gazed back at his boat sailing in. “What is he thinking?” The horizon was darkening by the moment. Had he decided it was best to head in rather than pull in the pots? She would have.
She watched the waves drag the buoys. Even at this distance and the rough water, the worn red surface was discernable. There was nothing she could do to help him or keep his pots from dragging. She might as well do a search for interesting odds and ends brought in by the surf. She crouched down and peered among the rocks. An old blue crab buoy bobbed in a watery pocket, its bit of rope dancing atop the glittering surface. Mika’s could end up here.
The sky was even grayer. She glanced at the uneven row of buoys. One buoy bobbed and swayed and jerked forward at odds with the wind and flow of the tide. She watched, her mouth dropping open. Standing up, she raised her hand to her forehead, reducing the glare. That block is shifting against the tide. Has to have gone more than three boat lengths. She could just make out the secondary floater on the loose line. It skimmed the surface, creating a tiny churning wake.
She took another step toward the end of the jetty. Satisfied she was on secure footing, she gazed back at the churning sea. It took a minute to locate the moving buoy. It was now half the same distance as before or more. How?
A second buoy took up the action, traveling in jerky leaps to line up with the first. She was shaking her head in refusal when a third shifted as well. 
Mika must have at least six or seven pots out though she couldn’t make out any other buoys. She sat down on the damp rock. What could have dragged them along? Whales wouldn’t come in this close. A birky shark could do it. They were regular clodhoppers, the dingbats of the shark world. A fin could catch on a rope, and they’d not make any effort to dislodge it. But to move three pots, no, that had to be intentional, so no birky behind it.
A white shape crossed the point of the jetty some distance out. She followed its casual drift as it passed into the harbor. Too deep in the water for its shape to be clear, so she guessed at its size and shook her head. That had to be huge. How close to the surface to be that noticeable in the churned-up waters? A small whale? Rhomie’s scale came to mind. 
She hadn’t given the scale a deeper examination and had added it to a box of odds and ends she meant to peruse as soon as she completed the crab-pot repairs. Now that they were done, she needed to sit down and make some determined notes. 
The chop in the water was growing in height, and the wind was picking up, her loose tunic tugging at her neck and pressing along her chest. That squall would surely hit in the next twenty minutes, maybe less. She should be heading back. 
Directly in front of her, a white blur hovered beneath the water. It rose slowly, almost tentatively. The white blur drifted to her right, and her gaze followed it. Curious, she leaped the rocks and shifted her tight attention back and forth from it to her landings. Five minutes later, the white form began drifting the other way, and she chased it carefully again.
Back at the end of the jetty, spray glinting in the turbulent air, the pale shape stopped. She waited, watching and leaning forward. The blur grew, slowly rising. Details gained distinction. Beneath a white orb was an elongated shape, with bulges that expanded and shrunk like a slow breath in and out. She squinted and tried again to gauge its size.
A surge of spray flung up at her, startling her backward. There had been no accompanying wave to explain the swell and the resulting geyser of water. A few quick steps put her back in the center of the jetty. The white blur was gone, and it was time to rush if she hoped to avoid the storm soon to hit the harbor. Mika was struggling to get into the docks. His sails already down, he rowed in the chop. Someone was likely to be ready to tie his boat off when he made it to the wharf. She had no such assistance against the slippery rocks and wind that whirled around. Agh.
She leaped from ragged rock to ragged rock, the damp air, making her clothes cling with a not particularly pleasant chill. The heat in the air had fallen off, leaving a nippy edge to the wind.
Half the distance to the beach was behind her when she made out a figure wrestling an oilskin tarp trapped under his arm and striding toward the jetty. Rafe wouldn’t come out looking for her, and Brannen was more likely to stand out on the beach yelling at her than to rush the jetty like this man was. So if he wasn’t one of her brothers, who was he? She scrambled onward, closing the distance. One possibility kept rising to the surface, and she pressed it aside with an annoyed mental flick.
Thunder cracked in the distance. She might not make it to the house before the sky let loose. She wasn’t exactly dressed for a deluge, having put on thin clothes that worked well for a stroll on the beach or a hike in the scrubby dunes. There was usually something interesting to find along the surf edge or the water pockets along the jetty. She’d managed only to locate a skree horn from a yearling male, no more than a couple of inches in length. The elongated tooth was still sharp, showing little sign of wear normally present after just a few months of clam cracking. So she knew the beast had been barely a year, the tooth only having erupted perhaps a month before the animal died. She patted her pocket for the small shape.
A flash lit the sky, and she threw off any remaining thoughts of the skree horn. Her return to the house would not be a pleasant stroll. Closing the distance, the man pressed onward. The wind blew back his damp hair, revealing a well-shaped forehead and determined chin. Jae! Sea’s spite, why’d it have to be him?
The shift in the shoreward wind slammed into her a moment later, and she crouched before it swept her from the rocks. 
Jae’s stride lengthened and gained speed. But two minutes passed before he was at her side, grabbing her arm and shouting, “How’s the daughter of a fisher so stupid?”
She
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