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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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Moganaru opened one sleepy eye. Seven humans stood arrayed in front of his snout, two holding a child each. “Leave.” He closed his eye. 
By the sound of it, six stepped back.
He gazed at the group. It would have been better if there were only six of them; five would have made him happier. One was ideal. Number seven: male, slightly above average height, rumpled brown hair, eyes the color of swamp mud, glaring. He would have been more imposing had he not been holding a two-year-old on his hip. 
The child, bearing the same muddy eyes, sucked her thumb, but she waved at Moganaru with four fingers.
Moganaru curled the talons of his forward foot, digging them into the rocky ground. 
Five humans took another step back. One woman, who held an infant, gripped the man’s shoulder. It wasn’t fear; she channeled strength. The man raised his chin. 
“Get off my mountain,” Moganaru rumbled.
“It’s my land, and we stay.”

At the sound of the door latching, the dragon snapped his eyes shut. When she stamped her foot, he opened one lid to reveal a tarnished bronze eye and asked, “Which one are you?”
Hands on hips, chin jutted forward, the woman on the stoop glared. “Are there so many of us that you can’t tell us apart?”
“Past three humans, and I stop looking for defining features.”
“One is tall, one is old, one is stout, then there’s me, the one and only woman of the four.”
He shrugged his massive shoulders, pushing a tree into a creaking lean. 
“Beware the ground cover, Mogan. We enjoy the screening from the sun in summer and the wind in winter.”
“Are you ready to leave, One of Four?” He rubbed his chin on the rough ridges of his forearm and seemed disinterested in her answer.
She grimaced at the nickname. “Why would I leave this place?” She gestured at the house, its crumbling foundation, leaning walls, and patched roof; the trees drifting off in the direction of the prevailing winter winds; and the craggy ground that provided minimal sustenance.
The dragon balanced his chin on a curled palm, his claws tapping one by one along his snout. “Oh, I don’t know. The old one forgets I’m here, startled every time he exits the domicile. The tall one cringes when he walks by, and the stout one has greater interest in liquid with more fumes than I. But you…” He pointed a claw. “You accost me daily. I like you.”
“So, am I the heir of the keepsake dragon?” she asked each day, and he always answered the same.
“Who else would I choose?” He mimicked her earlier gesture at the territory the Rovadas’ tiny clan held.
“You have a poor selection to choose from.” She controlled the tension in her shoulders that wanted her to ignore the troublesome beast. “So, you know I wish to leave?”
“You’ve not kept it a secret, and I’ve waited too long for you to decide it was time.”
“Leaving without you is out of the question?” Adrielle asked.
He crept so close his hot breath pressed her skirt to her legs. She backed up before her hair could singe.
“Quite.”
“I’ll get my things.”
“Don’t bring anything you can’t carry. I’m not your pack horse.”
She would have slammed the door, but that would have woken her uncle and her cousins, who always slept in until they smelled breakfast, which meant she had plenty of time to travel because she wasn’t cooking breakfast today. She hadn’t planned on taking the dragon with her, but she hadn’t expected Mogan to let her leave without him, either.
Small sacrifices. It was worth having a dragon tagalong if it meant she would never have to take care of the three lazy men again. Her bags were just inside the door. She shrugged on the rucksack and dragged the food supply bag over her head and across her chest. The weight of her supplies dug her rucksack straps into her shoulders, but she would have to get used to that. Who knew how long it would take her to find a place to settle down? She’d packed everything edible that would travel well. Her cousins were going to have to pull from their early winter stores until they figured out how to cook more substantial meals.
She closed the door silently and stepped off the crooked porch. There was no point in looking back, yet she gave the old cabin one last glance and committed it to memory. She was going to remember it this way, for it was unlikely either of her cousins would sweep the yard, stack the firewood, or clear the accumulated cobwebs from the windows or crossbeams of the porch. They’d left that to her. She huffed and headed down the trail. 
Mogan paced behind her like an old hunting dog, an enormous old hunting dog. At least, he was thoughtful enough to keep his distance and not heave hot, sweaty breath down her back.
“Adri?”
“Adrielle, if you please.”
She mouthed silently his habitual response, “Then call me Moganaru.”
Spinning round, she faced Mogan, and he stopped with one foot raised and aimed his tarnished bronze eyes at her. She said, “It’s going to be just you and me now. You will not have Vin and Franny around to entertain you when you get bored with me ignoring you. My name is Adrielle Rovada. I’m starting a new life, and I want to start it off with my proper name.”
“That will only make it easier for them to find you.”
“Right, because everybody wanders around with a dragon at their heels, but call me Adrielle and anybody could find me.” She stomped down the trail, listening for his thumping footsteps. He could be silent if he wanted to, but she knew today he would be noisy as he pleased.
“You are not as funny as you think.”
She’d marched more than a dragon’s length before she heard the annoying crunch of his steps on the trail and sighed. “Uncle Bol and my cousins will not come looking for me. That would take too much work.
“Who will cook and clean for them? Who will keep the homestead organized for them? And, most importantly, who will dress their game for sale?”
“Uncle Bol, Vin, and Franny will have to manage without me. Three grown men can find their way around a three-room cabin, a basic kitchen, a tub of water, and spilled guts. Who do you think taught me how to do all that? It wasn’t you.”
“Won’t you miss them?”
She stopped in the path and closed her eyes. “Are you mad?”
“You’ve never traveled more than half a league in any direction.”
She pulled her shoulders back and added a confident, firm stride to her walk. Never going was all the more reason for her to go. This was an adventure, and she’d waited long enough to have it. She would manage on her own. How different could it be in the foothills than in the mountains? But she didn’t plan to go all the way down the mountain. She was stopping in Greater Magyar’s capital city first to see if city life might offer her the independence she craved.
She whispered, knowing he heard every word, “Neither have you, and I didn’t see you hustling them out of bed to join us.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The scent of the hickory trees curled around her nose, like a finger beckoning her to go back home. Hickories surrounded their old cabin, and she breathed in the fragrant air. Once, there had been joy there. Her parents had loved her, encouraged her to push herself toward hopes, dreams, and possibilities. 
She shook herself. That was in the past, out of reach, lost to memories she could barely bring to her mind. That home didn’t exist, and the one she moved to housed servitude, frustration, and loneliness. She raised her chin. Hickories grew everywhere on the mountain. She didn’t need to be home to smell them. Shifting the supply bag’s strap to the other shoulder, she quickened her pace.
Branches snapped and crackled off to her left. “We could go back,” Mogan said. “They’d never guess you ran away.”
“I’m not going back, silly beast, and this is not running away.” She glared off to the right, between the trees where he had taken to creating his own pathway when the trail had narrowed. When he had followed her, the lowest branches broke like thunder behind her, making her jump. Clambering off to the side hadn’t made much difference, but it didn’t startle her. She watched him mince through the trees as if he could avoid knocking them aside with his bulk, their trunks groaning, branches falling down around him. She shouted at him, though she knew he could hear a whisper at this distance, “I am choosing my path, and it goes this way.” And he was making his own. If her lazy relatives had a mind to, they could follow his trail, knowing she was at the end.
His dull brown scales blended well with the woods, and he kept pace with her, but his white horns and bright bronze eyes flashed when the sunshine glanced off them. 
“You are welcome to return and play the hound to their slovenly souls.”
“I was offering the option to you. For myself, I am pleased to leave those toads behind.”
“Good.” Admittedly, now that they were soon to be leaving the trail and taking one of the trade routes to the city, she didn’t look forward to traveling alone. Even having an annoying dragon lumbering beside her was better than arriving unaccompanied where she had no experience. “Do you think dragons walk often along the city streets?”
“I don’t believe so. I may wait for you outside the gate.”
That was just as she feared. Worry tightened her neck muscles. Entering the city had lost some of its appeal, but she would not admit that to Mogan. “That’s agreeable. You would only draw attention and make it impossible for me to find work and a room.”
“You won’t return to stay outside the city with me?” His gravelly voice carried a note of concern. 
Maybe it was annoyance. “Of course not.” If she found work, she needed a short commute.
“Then it is best I join you. You may run into people one should avoid. A dragon at your side will limit the number of individuals who would otherwise think you an easy target.”
Was he contradicting himself? “A dragon would do far more than that. You are likely to concern the citizenry and the guards that look for odd characters. I doubt it is acceptable to bring a dragon into the city.”
“You could strap your supplies to me.”
“You were very clear about not being my pack animal.”
“I will sacrifice some pride to keep you safe. You are the last of the Rovadas.”
She stopped and propped her hands on her hips, gazing up at Mogan’s pragmatic expression. “There is still Uncle Bol and my worthless cousins. I am not the last.”
“They are not Rovada. Your mother was a fine woman, but it is your father who carried the Rovada line.”
“But Vin, Franny, and Uncle Bol carry the same last name as I do. Why are you making up stories?” She resumed her march.
His head breaking off low limbs, Mogan pressed aside trunks of the thinning forest and joined her on the pathway, which was now widening. “The claim on the land required they relinquish their surnames and take Rovada. Otherwise, your uncle Bol would not have qualified as your guardian.”
She considered his statement for several minutes. Memories of when her cousins joined her in the cabin refused to rise past her other childhood experiences. They had always been present. She remembered her parents, but she’d avoided thinking about the past, keeping to a few distinct images. Momma always tucked her into bed. Poppa read to her. Irina told her to keep her head up and not take any guff from anyone. No one gave old Irina any guff. Mogan filled the background, no matter who was present. There had been few visitors. 
She recalled one gentleman, but he had given her little attention, stayed a day, and then was gone. She hadn’t liked him, but that was all she remembered. Two elderly women had yelled at Uncle Bol, but they too had left, though she remembered one crying and hugging her before they had trudged away. “You’re definitely making this up.”
“I have nothing to gain from stating the truth. You are the last Rovada, and we have come to the trade road.”
Adrielle spied a wide divide, like a swath cut through the trees. Not much more than a ten-minute trudge had been required to reach it. “How do you know that’s the trade route we’re heading toward? It could be a forest road for gathering firewood.”
“My sight and hearing are excellent, as you know. It is the trade route that leads to several towns and Magyar, the capital you’re determined to reach.”
“Why don’t you get an aerial view and confirm your assumption?”
“I don’t need to confirm what I know, One of Four.”
“Ha, your word choice proves you were lying. I can’t be one of four if I’m the only one.”
“Have you looked at yourself?” Mogan stepped over the top of her, his chest skimming her head and pulling at her hair. “You and your cousins look nothing alike. Besides, I call you One of Four because it irks you and for no other reason.” 
They had a tarnished mirror by the cabin door, and it reflected well enough to agree with Mogan’s statement, but that hardly confirmed he was right. So, Vin and Franny had fair hair, pale skin, and golden brown eyes while she was a dark blonde with dark brown eyes. Some people didn’t look like their siblings. Admittedly, she had little in common with them in more than appearance. That didn’t alter the fact that they remained at the only home she claimed, and she was on her own.
Mogan paused at the end of the pathway. She tried peering around him, but he took up too much space. “Move along, Mogan. I have places to go.”
He stepped to the right but hugged the edge of the forest. Her nervousness slowed her pace, and she followed him, recognizing at once that the roadway bore all the signs of being a primary route to Magyar’s city limits. Cobblestones in offset runs lay sturdy beneath her boots. Two wagons headed toward them, leaving plenty of room for others traveling downslope. The racket they made questioned how they hadn’t broken apart at the seams after less than a half league of travel.
The man in the first wagon stared openly at Mogan and guided his team to increase the distance between them and him. In the second wagon, a family of five sat open-mouthed as they passed a creature the width of a wagon and a half taking up the northbound lane.
“You probably should have flown, Mogan. I don’t think it is common for dragons to dawdle on the trade roads.” 
“Waiting for you is not dawdling. Why don’t you climb up? If I’m a conveyance, they’re less likely to be fearful.”
The mesmerized family rattled by, the wagon drawing too close, as if Mogan were a loadstone. The horses shied away, yanking the wagon into a turn, but not before it rolled over Mogan’s rear foot. Startled, the man on the buckboard seat hollered and snapped the reins, straightening the wagon and sending it racing on.
Adrielle hurried forward and looked up at Mogan. She reached as high as she could and patted his shoulder. “You want me to ride?”
“I think it best. That fellow rode over my foot. Next time, it could be you, the last Rovada, that ends up under a wheel.”
He was right. Other people were forgetting where they were in their effort to gawk at the dragon on the royal trade road. “How do I get up there?”
When a gap formed in the traffic beside them, Mogan folded his legs under him, and she scrambled aboard. “Hold on.” He rose, tipping one way and then the other, and she clung to the ridges of his shoulder blades.
The distance she sat off the ground was invigorating. Initially, she feared falling off, but Mogan traveled smoother than any wagon she had ridden in. It took some effort to organize her skirt, but she was confident in her seat almost immediately and rested her hands on her thighs. What would it be like to fly with him? “We could already be in Magyar if you took to your wings.”
“And miss the excitement of traveling through the woods all day as a member of this motley stream? Where’s your adventurous spirit?”
“On top of a dragon. It would be even more adventurous flying overhead.”
“One domesticating step at a time for this old dragon.” 
She didn’t think he qualified as an old dragon. A grouchy dragon, yes, but not old. He didn’t seem upset to be carrying her, so he couldn’t be bothered by it. In all her years at the mountain cabin, she had never ridden Mogan. “Didn’t any of the other Rovadas fly with you?”
“No.” His tone took an icy turn.
She squinted her eyes at the back of his head. Something laced in that assertive “No” made the statement less than believable. “Did they not ask?”
“I don’t fly. I’ve no need of it.”
A dragon that didn’t need to fly. True, she had never seen him fly, but she’d always assumed he did. The trees around the cabin were too close for Mogan to have spread his wings. He must have had to travel a distance to find a meadow where he could take flight. If he didn’t need to, then no one would need to fly with him.
She hesitated to ask her next question, but since she was sitting on his back, it shouldn’t offend him. “Did any of the generations of Rovadas you lived with ride you?”
“A few.” His voice softened.
Did he miss those few? Why had he suggested she ride? Now that she thought of it, she could have walked on the tree side and not have been in any danger. 
Another wagon racketed by, and Mogan flinched. He didn’t like crowds. She watched the wagons and people passing closely. Poor fellow. She patted the juncture of his shoulder and neck. As much as they had bickered, it had always been in good fun, as if they both avoided building a friendship, and yet they had somehow. Their rows filled the dull days, though it didn’t explain why he hung around. He had no friends, save her, not even dragon friends. He could have wandered off in another direction rather than join her journey to the capital.
Their fellow travelers on the road gave them a wide berth, and Mogan had no further concerns about his feet. Wagons rattled by, horse hooves clomping away while she mused. Maybe it wasn’t so bad having Mogan with her. After all, she could be trudging through this flood of carts, horses, and sack-toting individuals instead of sitting high out of the dust.
Mogan nimbly stepped over a stopped vegetable cart without changing his speed or direction. She waved at the surprised faces of the ducking cart owner and his customer. 
“Are you having fun up there, One of Four, while I struggle along, fighting my way through the human throng?” 
“Yes, I am, and I don’t feel at all sorry about it.” She laughed, and Mogan rumbled in his throat before returning to his stroll. 
He watched everyone, his agitation obvious. Here he was, surrounded by people and vehicles, his worst nightmare. “I didn’t know you had one of those anymore,” he said.
“One of what?” It really was nice seeing the world from a high perch. 
“A laugh. I was certain you had lost it, thrown it away, or packed it up for good, years ago.”
“I had a spare, and I took a chance and wrapped it with my long johns.”
“A useless item for this warm spring.” 
She giggled. “The laughter or the long johns? I brought them along with my flannel nightgown, wool scarf, and hat because I’m not going back.” That was the only unpleasant thing about riding. She hadn’t strapped her bags on Mogan and still wore the rucksack on her back and the food sack slung across her chest. “I packed everything I could carry. The nights can be cold in the mountains unexpectedly. Did you remember to bring yours?” Maybe she could twist the straps around his neck spines.
“I’m counting on you sharing.”
She chuckled merrily. This was the most fun she’d had in years. She probably wouldn’t think that once she’d been turned down by several potential employers and found midnight coming on with no place for the night. “Sure, my scarf should keep a few of your toes toasty.” She looked ahead, hoping to see how much farther they had to go to the city gates.
There should be plenty of options for employment. She was a fair seamstress, could dress a hog in short order, and could handle an ax as well as anyone. 
Not that she wanted to be chopping firewood or slicing into hog bellies. Without a recommendation or some proof of her skill, getting a seamstress job seemed unlikely. How would she even know where to apply? Did people just walk into a business and ask if there was an opening? 
“Hey, you up there!” 
Adrielle looked to the side and found a man riding a jaunty gray stallion waving at her. He looked friendly, so Mogan must not have bumped his horse aside. Under his wide-brimmed hat, he had a pleasant smile, showing off straight white teeth. She said, “Hello. Can I help you?”
His smile widened. “I hadn’t thought you’d offer me help. I was curious. How did you acquire that mount? I could use a dragon now and then when I’m traveling long distances.” He patted his horse as if assuring him he still held a place in his heart.
“He’s a family heirloom,” she replied. Leaning forward, she called to Mogan, “Mogan, while I’m busy in the city, you could rent yourself out, earn a bit of coin.”
Mogan raised his scaled brow, portraying annoyance as he glanced back over his shoulder. “Are we low on funds? Didn’t you prepare for this adventure? I hadn’t expected to have to contribute to your upkeep.”
“What about your upkeep? I don’t think they hand out deer carcasses to passing dragons like samples at a bakery shop.”
The gentleman riding beside them followed their conversation. “Actually, there is a dragon allotment above the city, as the dragon flies. Your dragon can flit up there when he needs and get himself a sample deer or two.” He eyed Mogan, his gaze taking on a calculating cast.
Mogan grumbled. Maybe he didn’t like being referred to as her dragon. 
“The city actually feeds dragons?” Who would have thought such a thing? Maybe dragons were more common in the city than she realized.
“It’s nothing new.” The man paused, giving her an odd look. “All over the Cadore range, there are allotments set out for dragons near human settlements. Where are you from, exactly?” He glanced at her clothes and at Mogan, as if looking for something out of place from the common. “He looks like any other solstice dragon I’ve seen, though he’s the first to traipse up the Balgara Highway. You don’t look any different from the usual mountain folk.”
This was where things were going to get difficult. She hadn’t ever left the homestead except to visit other homesteaders on the mountain, and even those hadn’t been many. “We’re common enough.” She gave him another look. His clothes were in good repair and fitted him well, much nicer than anything Uncle Bol wore. Still, travel dust dulled them, and worn leather packs mounded behind his saddle. Even his skin was, now that she scrutinized him, begrimed. The horse may have been of good quality, but it seemed almost beyond his economic status. Was he an opportunist, an established thief? Did he see them as easy marks? His hat kept his eyes under shadow. She shouldn’t be trusting of strangers. “It was nice meeting you, but we’ve people waiting for us. Have a fine day. Off we go, Mogan.”
“If I might have a word with your dragon?” the man asked.
Mogan desired alone time as well, as he hurried forward, leaving the inquisitive stranger behind them in just a few dragon strides. “I’m not sure I’m comfortable with that fellow,” he said.
She wondered what made him uneasy. “He can’t be so bad; he told us about the picnic they have arranged for visiting dragons. You won’t starve.”
Mogan grumbled, but she didn’t catch what he said, and his quicker pace made it harder to converse and difficult to keep her seat. Had Mogan caught the look the man had given, like he thought of something that might make knowing about a dragon in the area a good idea? She stared back over her shoulder, but the pretty gray stallion and the hatted man had disappeared into the crowd behind them.

      [image: image-placeholder]Their arrival at the wide entrance field of the capital city coincided with sundown. She didn’t want to enter the city this late. Shops probably closed before dark, and she couldn’t expect to be interviewed. “Mogan, it looks like we need to find ourselves a place to camp for the night. I want to enter the city in the morning.” Disappointed that she would be less presentable after a night sleeping on the ground, she tucked a loose strand back into her bun.
Mogan crossed the wide field of wagons sorting themselves out for the night, though an equal number rolled through the open gates. He strode for some distance among the trees that bordered the field. 
“Why so far into the woods?”
“I like my privacy,” Mogan said. “Besides, you’re a single woman traveling alone. It’s best we stay out of sight and out of mind.”
“Hmm. I suppose that’s logical, but I had hoped to stay neat for my introductions to business owners. I need to find work in the morning, and I can’t be looking like I slept curled in twigs and leaves like a squirrel.”
“I’ll keep a lookout for a feather bed.”
She hadn’t seen any feather beds among the campers, but there were other amenities she had noted where the wagons had settled in for the night. She wasn’t going to discuss personal needs with a dragon. “I’ll forgive you for forcing yourself on my travels if you find one.”
“You were simply going my way. I’m a clever enough dragon to know when joining forces is to my advantage.”
“Oh, yes, I hadn’t realized there were so many advantages to traveling with me. You are lucky I accepted your company, as you provide so little.”
“Thus, my efforts to find you a feather bed.” Mogan headed toward a copse of oak trees.
Twilight dampened her cheer. Anyone could hide in the shadows. “Are we alone, Mogan? I mean, is anyone camping around here?”
“We’re alone.”
“You’re sure?”
“Need I remind you, my sight and hearing are sharp? My sense of smell is also excellent.”
“Momentary forgetfulness. I’ll set up a list of your special qualities to review in my free time.”
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Tudon Rovada sat cross-legged on the ground, her infant son cradled in the pocket created by her stained velvet skirt stretched across her knees. Beside her lounged Burke. He held seven small stones in his fist. They clacked against each other as he rolled them across his palm. At his shoulder leaned a boy, one of the seven who’d stood behind. His muddy brown eyes stared as stubbornly as his father, but his lips twitched, revealing his fear. 
Moganaru ignored the others. He allowed a curl of smoke to escape one nostril. The boy inhaled noisily and watched it rise and dissipate. He didn’t know the age of humans. The boy was old enough to know what was going on and young enough to be fearful of dragons, no matter what he’d been told. “You wish to bargain,” he rumbled
Burke dropped one stone, then flicked it with a finger, sending it tumbling to a stop to the left. When it settled, he said, “We stay here until we are ready to leave.”
Moganaru eyed the stone. Every fool had his own means of negotiation. He supposed stones were as good as raising a talon, but words guaranteed nothing. “My mountain.”
The man tapped a small book. “Our land: three manors, farmland, and water access.”
He’d seen the document in the bound pages. Someone had been creative with the description, but the plot map was accurate. “My mountain: manors would slide down the slopes, you can’t farm on rock, but there is always water. Two cabins, you may hunt and forage as you please.”
Tudon wiped drool from the sleeping baby’s mouth. “A kitchen garden, and you supply the meat.”
“My mountain.”
“Our land.” The woman had no heart. 
Burke chuckled, but the sound had no merriment. He dropped another stone.

Comfortably cuddled in Mogan’s palm, her head cushioned by a rolled cloak, Adrielle woke to chirping birds and bees buzzing among the low white blooms of the ground cover. She stretched her limbs, her legs draped over a scaled ankle. Mogan hadn’t moved all night, curled up around her like an oversized basinet and exuding a pleasant heat.
“At last,” Mogan said. “I was getting a cramp in my elbow.”
She snorted. The lazy quality in his voice belied his annoyance. “I’m going to fix breakfast. You can fly to the allotment and get yourself a snack.”
“I’ll wait for you to enter the city.” His stomach rumbled.
Adrielle raised herself on an elbow and craned her neck as she grinned at Mogan. “It sounds like you have a serious under-fed condition to deal with. I can cook by myself.”
He harrumphed. “Will you be leaving your nest soon? I’d like to get the kinks out.”
“Yes, Mog the Mean.” Grabbing her rucksack, cloak, and food supplies, she stumbled her way out from among Mogan’s folded limbs. 
Seated on a rock, she searched her sack for an easy but filling breakfast. The canteen water, warmed by the dragon’s heat, wasn’t as nice as it would have been cool, but it eased her parched throat. She swished a gulp between her teeth before swallowing and dug some more.
Mogan arched his back, swung his tail, and one by one, raised and stretched his legs. He cracked his jaw and looked immediately bright-eyed. “I’m going for a walk, but I won’t be far. Call if you need me.”
She waved and dug out a compact mirror and her brush. “Let’s determine the damage here.” She raised her chin and turned her head from side to side, examining her face in the small mirror. No smudges, but her hair needed tidying. Satisfied with her appearance, she shook out her skirts, snarled at the wrinkles, and hoped they would fall away before she had to face anyone who might judge her for employment. “If only I had a kettle for steaming.”
Mogan loped back to camp. “My lady needs some steam?”
She laughed. “What say you, gracious dragon? Have you any steam?”
He pursed his lips and blew gently at her skirt, pacing around her. The wrinkles smoothed instantly.
“I believe you have earned your keep for the day, Keepsake.”
“Dragons are useful beasts. Will that be all, my lady?”
“For now. Back to your amble.” If only the rest of the day would be as easy. After brushing her hair and tidying it into a bun, she repacked her supplies and organized her rucksack.
Mogan returned and gazed at her, a confused expression on his face.
“Speak your mind, dragon. What is wrong with my appearance?”
“You’re taking your bags with you? Wouldn’t it be better to appear as if you have already established yourself in the city?” He hesitated, as if not wishing to hurt her feelings. “Carrying your bags makes you look like a vagabond.”
“And what do you recommend?”
“Leave them with me. You can come back for them when you have employment.” He must have recognized her concern. “Do you have a small bag to carry your lunch and a few coins? Think of me as your supply closet.”
“Keepsake, steam kettle, and keeper of the supplies: you have many useful qualities.” She dug through her rucksack for a pouch to tie at her waist. 
Mogan’s curious expression hadn’t altered. He stretched out in their clearing, taking his famous thinking pose: his chin propped on his palm, his talons tapping his snout.
The annoying click, click drew her attention. “What now, Mogan?”
“Cut-purses will have that bag in no time. Can’t you tuck it under your waistband?”
She considered the idea. It would leave an unsightly lump. “No.”
“Figure something out. It may not bother you to lose your lunch, but I’m sure you have limited funds.”
That was easier to fix. She tucked the coins into a small inside pocket sewn into the waistband. She would carry the lunch purse in her hand. “Is this better?”
“Much. You won’t clink when you walk, which will reduce the chances of you becoming a target.”
When they had found their clearing the evening before, she had thought it roomy, but with Mogan stretched out, he left very little open space. She cheered up, knowing he wasn’t considering heading into the city with her. She didn’t want to imagine what people would think with a dragon the length of two wagons, not counting his tail, following along behind her. “Any other concerns I should address?”
Mogan put his head down, looking like a forlorn dog. “No.”
“I’ll come back this evening, even if I find a job and residence.”
“You have to,” he said, his tone triumphant. “I have your supplies.”
She stretched her arm up, patted him on the cheek, and strode toward the open field. Dramatic dragon. 
She wasn’t the only one who got up early to head into the city. She should join the crowd. Only, it was more than a crowd. It was a throng that trailed down the field camp and encroached on the escarpment that hemmed in the piece of level mountain. Fortunately, it appeared to be moving fast, and she hurried to the end before it grew any longer. 
How could the city contain so many entering? Did any people actually live in the capital? Were they thrown out each evening to find lodging as best they could?
She perused the wares on carts, tied to harnesses strapped to stout men and gangly youths, and piled in wagons, children straddling the sideboards. Maybe there was a market where they all set up for the day. That was an option she could consider. She might find work among the outlying cottage businesses. But wouldn’t she be trading one slavery for another? 
Gazing closely, she noted differences in the quality of those she passed. There were as many in stout working clothes as there were in rags and scabs. She shook her head at a family garbed in cotton so thin she could see skin through the fabric. Their uniformly dirty bodies trudged with their backs curved and rag-shod feet shuffling. She searched the forward-bound crowd for more signs of poverty. They scurried among the workers like mice in a cornfield. 
If she didn’t find work soon, she’d be in much the same condition.
She picked up her stride to walk next to a lumbering wagon. “Hello, do any of the crafters here hire people, or is the work limited to family members?” The driver didn’t hear her, but a slender woman standing behind the seat, gripping the worn wooden seatback, faced her.
“Some hire out, most keep it in the family, as sales are low unless you have something particularly popular. What skills do you have?” She eyed Adrielle up and down. “We’re not in need, but I might know of someone if you’re looking for work.”
“I can butcher any kind of animal, stitch a straight seam, and keep a house orderly and clean. I’m good with simple filling meals, and I take no guff.” She doubled her steps to keep up and clasped the side of the wagon.
The woman laughed good-naturedly, though her eyes had widened when Adrielle had mentioned butchery. “You’ll need that no-guff skill in any job. You’re worth hiring if you have that lot to offer, but I don’t know of anyone needing someone for them. Are you mountain folk?”
Adrielle knew she meant the lone families who lived high on the mountain and needed a variety of knowledge and skills to make a living. Everyone born on Mag Point was mountain folk of a sort, some more so than others. “Yes, I’ve come into the city for work.”
“Do you know healing herbs and how to prepare droughts?”
“All mountain folk do.” They shared a grin. She hadn’t considered that skill a type of work. Survival called for knowing how to care for yourself.
The woman nodded. “You should find something if you’re diligent and hardworking. I’m Millie Blance. We have a stall where we sell our wooden bowls and utensils. Swing by around noon. I might have a suggestion by then if you don’t find work on your own. Start at the market first if you want to work outside the city. Go to the business section if you want something in town.”
“Adrielle Rovada. Thank you for your help. I’ll stop by.” She let the wagon pass her and slowed her pace to catch her breath and ponder which choice would work best. Being in the cottage industry would mean Mogan could settle close by. But she preferred living and working in town.
Aside from the jostling, the walk to the gates was not unpleasant. Most people knew each other and called out in greeting. She found their friendly ribbing, catching up, and other pleasantries enjoyable. By the time she had reached the gate, she was just one more neighbor trooping into the city for the day. A guard tugged a rag-garbed, trudging man out of the mass moving under the gate and tucked him into the shade before surreptitiously slipping a cup of water to him. The vagabond sipped from the cup in painful slowness. The guard stepped in front of him. If Adrielle hadn’t been watching closely, she would have missed the passing of a torn bit of bread to the slouched man. The fellow stared at it uncomprehendingly for several seconds and had yet to take it before she couldn’t see him any longer.
Most passed through the gates without a word from the guards that watched attentively, picking out an individual or group here and there to question. She entered without drawing attention.
The people and their carts streamed in different directions, and she wondered which trail to follow. Moving to the outskirts of the square, she observed who was going where. The stacked wagons and people with jangling pots and tools strapped to them took a wide road to her left. The center road seemed more for middle-class folk on horseback, family carriages, and strolling people, perhaps returning home from visiting. 
A different class of people flowed down the third main street. Business people, dressed in moderate and high-quality clothing, most on fine steeds or in jaunty four-seaters with high-stepping horses pulling them, along with cleanly appareled workers. Most of that group hadn’t been in the crowd entering the city, but were entering the square from the center road, a few from the bustling market street. The poverty she’d seen in the crowd had already slipped into the shadows out of view, but it grafted an unpleasantness to the city she hadn’t considered when she left the mountain steeps for a better life.
Shaking her worries out of her mind, she started with the business section, as they would already have their doors open to the public while the market had yet to set up.
A voice at her shoulder startled her. “We meet again. Where’s your dragon? Mogan, right?”
Recognizing the voice, she faced the man they had met on the trade road, putting a pleasant, mildly interested expression on her face. She didn’t want him to think her happy to see him. She remembered his calculating gaze on Mogan.
“I never caught yours,” he said, a teasing grin rising. He’d taken off his hat, revealing sharp moss-green eyes gazing at her with more interest than she liked. She’d never seen green eyes before. Everyone back home had brown eyes. His hat flattened his hair so that it lay slicked back. Curls bunched up around his collar, but it was his wide smile that made her back up a step.
“Nor I yours. Excuse me, I’ve an interview waiting.”
“But what of Mogan? Have you deserted him?”
“He hasn’t any interest in the city.” She crossed the square, but the man kept up with her, tapping her elbow with a gentle hand.
“Name’s Kit.” He paused as if waiting for her to share her name. 
She looked around, pretending to search for something particular across the square. 
“Dragons rarely visit, but he seemed such a social fellow and protective. I would think he would stay close to you.”
“Hmm.” She turned down the business road. Social was not a word she would apply to Mogan.
Kit turned with her.
“Don’t you have somewhere to go?” she asked. “If my dragon is your interest, then understand, I will not pull him out of my pocket.”
He chuckled, his eyes warm and friendly. “That would be impressive and unexpected. Where did you leave him? Is he parked at the gate? I’d enjoy a chance to chat with him. I’ve never talked to a dragon before.”
“He’s not much of a talker.”
“I suppose you aren’t either.”
“Not when I’m busy.”
“Kit Cameron.” He held out his hand. 
Rudeness was not a natural response for her, and she suspected he was betting she wouldn’t tell him to bug off. She stepped toward the edge of the road and waited for him to join her. Knowing any softness on her part would make it impossible to get him to leave, she kept her reply brief. “Adrielle, mountain folk, looking for work, keeping company with a dragon.” She shook his hand. “Good day.” 
He wouldn’t release his grip and stopped her with a light tug from walking away. “I’m sorry if I’m being forward. I really am interested in getting to know Mogan.”
She stared at her hand in his, and he let it go, a sheepish look taking over his face.
“I’ll let Mogan know. He has an acute sense of smell, excellent eyesight, and fabulous hearing. If he wants to chat with you, he’ll find you.”
“Kit!”
They both looked at the crowded street. A giant of a man leaped between two wagons. He slapped Kit on the back and earned a grin for it.
“When did you get back? How went the trip?” He nodded at Adrielle. “Sorry to interrupt, but I’m interested in how the research went.” His tone when saying the word research caught her attention. He seemed to use the word to replace something more specific.
“Adrielle, this is my friend, Markus. Markus, Adrielle, mountain folk, dragon companion.”
“Well, that’s fancy, a dragon. Nice to meet you, Adrielle.” The big man grinned at her, eyed her shoes, of all things, and raised a brow at Kit.
Grasping at the opportunity to leave him behind, she said, “You two seem to have something important to talk about, and I have that interview. Good morning.”
Kit stepped along with her, but Markus grabbed his arm. She nodded and hurried up the road. She wouldn’t give Kit time to find a polite way to wave off his friend. 
At least his name really was Kit. She glanced back at the two. The size of the second man made Kit look young and athletic. For a moment, those mossy green eyes met hers, and he smiled. She whipped around and lengthened her stride. He was young, just not as young as she was, in his late twenties maybe or early thirties. Nice face, sharply planed without looking unrelenting, wide smile beneath a straight nose. Altogether too charming. The urge to look back again slowed her, but she didn’t turn. She was looking for work, not friends. And he was too friendly, anyway.
Her parents had been gone for years, but she still could hear their strict advice. They needed help from no one. She was to stand tall and face life’s challenges on her own. Depend on her family to aid her. Avoid strangers and never encourage familiarity. When she asked why they had to remain isolated, Father sent her to Irina, the village wise woman, who supplied plenty of answers, just none related to her question. 
Irina always seemed to have a different agenda than Adrielle had when she stopped by. Her throat tightened. What she wouldn’t give to hear that woman announce in her stern voice, “Chin up, shoulders back, look him in the eye.” Even just thinking about the routine demand made her tighten her spine. Back then, she hadn’t appreciated the constant demand for a rigid spine and a stern mien. What seven-year-old would?
The businesses on her right were small establishments, mostly fashion related: haberdasher, glover, seamstresses and tailors, and a shoemaker. An occasional bake shop or drinking house squatted tucked in among the shops. Off to the right, she found upscale designers for customers who didn’t want near-ready-made accessories, dresses, and suits. Which side of the street should she tackle first or at all? She hadn’t the level of skill necessary for the upscale. She would stick with the ready-made, fitting, and mending side of the business district.
How does one approach a business owner for a job? Back home, one could just check the gossip to learn who needed help. Here? She gaped at the buildings, all pressed tight to each other like angry men. The people talked as they went about their business, but the topics were not about that person’s need for aid with canning fruit or another’s request for sheep shearing. She spun on her heel, then turned herself back around. First, get a job, then run, back to Mogan and hide behind his elbow and shake.
She clutched her lunch pouch, pulled her shoulders back, and marched toward the first door she saw when she faced a keyhole entry. The door swung open easily, and she stepped inside, looking at once at the products on sale. Wrong door. She exited just as a male clerk raised a surprised eyebrow at her. Outside again, she rolled her eyes. Next time, she’d look at the sign. She would not be comfortable with an entirely male clientele. Nor would they be comfortable with her attention to ensuring their trousers fit properly. It was one thing to sew for cousins she’d known since they were children, fighting over the last roll on the plate. Quite another with a perfect stranger.
Imagine if Kit walked in or his friend Markus. No, she wasn’t going to imagine anything of the like. She was going to find a job. 
She looked longingly back at the plaza, which would take her to the gate, which would return her to Mogan. Chin up, shoulders back, she stomped forward, apologizing when she knocked a gentleman aside. He lifted his hat at her and strode forward.
Onward, just less vehemently.
Few of the businesses had openings, and all considered her too green to train. 
She stepped into a bookstore. What did she need to know about books? She could read, knew her alphabet, and was trustworthy with money and information. Many of the homesteaders said she was pleasant and easy to speak to. 
The store was dark and somewhat dusty. The acrid scent of ink tainted the air. More books than she could ever imagine filled the straight lines of shelves running through the deep store and the glass-fronted cases lining the walls. 
There was no one to greet her. Even the bell on the door jangled a muted tone, as if it knew not to disturb anyone sneaking a quiet read in some dark corner. And there were plenty of dark corners, though none appeared occupied.
Stepping forward and peeking between rows of shelves, she called, “Hello?”
“A minute,” a male voice, sounding tarnished and antique, called from the back.
As she waited, she scrutinized the windows fronting the store. They needed to be wiped clean of street dust and aged grime, inside and out. They resembled curtains blocking any view of the outside. The gas lamps mounted infrequently around the room lacked the strength to illuminate the merchandise and the displays. At best, one could avoid knocking a knee into a bookcase. Soot coated the glass chimneys over the flames. If they didn’t need a clerk, perhaps they sought a maid. Did bookshops hire maids?
A tidy fellow, short and portly, strode between two shelves. He looked to be coming out of a dark tunnel into the faded light of a late fall evening. He stopped at the end of the rows and squinted his enormous eyes at her through large round lenses.
“Hello, sir. I’m looking for work. Do you have a position open?”
He looked at her like she was something fascinating. “You don’t wish to buy a book?”
She felt almost as out of place as she did in the menswear store she’d backed out of earlier. She made her voice cheerful. “Oh, I probably would love to buy a book, any book you have, but I’ll have to wait until I have employment. Are you hiring?”
He continued to stare. He pulled a book from the shelf beside him, opened it, and ran his finger down a page. After a moment, he looked up at her. “So, you’ve no questions about a book?”
Another voice from far in the back said, “Were you listening, Dex? She’s asking about work. Find out if she can read.”
He closed the book, and his large, squinting eyes narrowed further. “Can you read?”
“Yes, I can read.”
He shoved the book at her. “Open it and read.”
She fumbled with the text and flipped it open. Gazed a moment, then glanced at the impatient fellow, and turned the book around. She looked again, read a portion to herself, then read aloud, “The night chill raised a rash of goosebumps on his skin, and he backed up, uncertain if his intentions to search the graveyard had been examined thoroughly enough. Who strolls among graves long after dark?”
“Enough!” came a call from the back. “She can read. Can she write?”
Dex held out his hand for the book and stared at her, his head tipped slightly.
She gave it back to him and said, “I can write.”
“Legibly?” came the voice from the distance.
“The widow Seyssel thought so.” She closed her eyes and shook her head. She needed to practice presenting her level of skills better. Today must be a practice day. “She taught me with a firm hand.”
Footsteps and the swish of a skirt promised the person in the back was on her way. “What institution is the widow Seyssel employed at?” the unknown speaker asked.
Adrielle hugged her lunch to her ribs and slowly said, “Mag Mountain, uh, Salon.” Widow Seyssel would chortle if she heard her front room called a salon, never mind the only room of an institution.
The woman was even shorter than Dex, and quite thin. She looked at him and took his glasses off. “Scaring the public, Dex. She pulled a second pair from his chest pocket and placed them on his nose. They made his eyes considerably smaller. 
Dex took his readers from her and slid them into the now vacant pocket. He looked at Adrielle and gave her a joyful smile, sporting a full set of yellowed teeth. She smiled back.
“Come to the back,” said the woman. “Let’s see what Widow Seyssel taught you with such a firm hand.” She turned on her heel and strode away. 
Dex waved at Adrielle and opened his book. 
Adrielle raised her hand uncertainly and followed, walking fast to catch up to the woman almost lost in the shadows at the back of the store. 
Before she caught up to her, the woman disappeared, and Adrielle slowed, looking right and left. “Ma’am?”
“Come through the door.”
The windows in the back room let in even less light. Was this a preference? If they hired her, she was starting with a day of thorough window cleaning. She would negotiate for the opportunity. Dex wouldn’t squint so much if there was light to see his customers. Maybe he wouldn’t need those magnifying lenses, either. 
The woman beckoned her to a low desk and its equally low stool. “Sit.”
Adrielle sat. The acidic odor of ink in the air burned her nostrils, and she rubbed the tip of her nose with the back of her hand. She gazed at the shelf in front. A multitude of bottles of ink, several uncapped, squatted in a row.
The woman plopped a crumpled sheet of paper in front of her. Next, an old quill pen. 
“I’m Adrielle Rovada.” She scooted the stool over to give the woman space and wished the stool were taller.
The woman stared at her for a moment, her head cocking slightly. “Dally.” She grabbed an ink bottle, yanked off the stopper, and smacked it down on the desktop. The stopper landed next to it. “Be right back.” 
Adrielle tipped the ink bottle; black ink, sludge-like in appearance, slogged to one side. Widow Seyssel would not approve.
Dally opened an old book and placed it high on the desk. “Don’t touch this book.”
Adrielle sat back, her hands drawn to her lap and clasped as if avoiding temptation.
“You are going to copy this page onto that sheet. Questions?”
“No, ma’am.”
“Begin.” Dally stood at her shoulder, her head leaned forward like a hawk watching for a rabbit.
Adrielle took up the quill, checking the point in the low light. It seemed adequate, though she didn’t think it would make a difference with ink so thick. She dipped it carefully in the wide mouth of the bottle and gazed at the page to get a sense of the style of the letters. 
It was apparent at once why Dally didn’t want her to touch the book. It was old, the writing faded, but still beautiful and artistic. Her heart galloped. The style was familiar, like the older letter forms Widow Seyssel had taught. The first letter contained elaborate swirls and curling eddies.
“Get on with it, girl. Or did Widow Seyssel not cover the fine points of script?”
“I’m determining my approach to the style. It is elaborate, pretty, and a challenge.”
“Too much?”
Adrielle didn’t answer. She leaned over the sheet, getting a better look at the page, and wondered if it was rude to ask for more light. She had a sense of the base letter and started with it. The tip slid well over the crinkled parchment, bobbling slightly on a crease, but overall forming the S fair enough. She eyed the tip again, the ink performing surprisingly well. Continuing to work away at the initial letter, she turned her head at different angles, sliding her hand along as she added the embellishments. 
Dally leaned closer, her weight landing lightly on Adrielle’s shoulder. “Hmm.”
The first line formed across the page. As she began the first word of the second line, Dally yanked the quill out of her hand.
“Good enough. You can write.” The woman rushed away, leaving Adrielle in the backroom alone.
“Did you want me to wait here?” There was no reply. Adrielle capped the ink and returned it to the row on the shelf in the exact spot that Dally had pulled it from. She turned on the stool and gazed around the room. Crooked shelves, dusted and polished, held books carefully organized in neat rows. A large table took up the center, and an odd-looking machine sat in the corner, next to what she thought was a printing press. Would it be okay if she looked around? There was so much to examine. Temptation tugged, but she stayed seated, her hands folded in her lap. She craned her neck to look in the corners.
Dally returned. She stood in the doorway, her face unreadable, her hands clasped behind her back. “Dex has hired you. Two days a week for four hours of copying. You can start tomorrow.”
“Two days. I’m grateful for the job, but that won’t be enough to provide a living.”
“We don’t need more than that.”
“You need someone to clean. The business must keep you both busy. I mean, you can’t have enough time to wash windows and dust, but I could do that.”
Dally’s eyebrows creased, and she didn’t look pleased. “Are you saying our shop is dirty?”
Adrielle wanted the job, but two days for four hours would not be enough. Rudeness might take away the opportunity to have some funds, but maybe she could stretch the position to four days if she could prove a need. She squared her shoulders and swallowed hard. “Yes, ma’am, it’s grimy and dark. I think your customers would like more light coming in. You and Dex would enjoy it, too. It would help with your work. Please consider it. Your time is valuable, but it’s work I’m skilled at, and I’ve the time, too.”
“You’ll wipe the front windows?”
“Those would be the first I would tackle.” She gazed around the back room. “And the ones in here.”
They negotiated the type of cleaning to be done and how Adrielle would keep from getting in their way, but they agreed on two days of cleaning each week and two days of copying selected texts. Adrielle left the store and stood on the cobbled walk. It was already afternoon, and she looked for a place to sit and eat her lunch. 
A bench on a center island in the road seemed a good place, and she sat and considered the job she had gained. Dally would supply the tools and materials needed for the copy work, but it was possible they didn’t have items for cleaning the shop. She felt bad not visiting the woman she met entering the city. Millie Blance might have searched for a position for her. She should drop by and tell her she had a job. Maybe she’d find a few cleaning items to start with until Dally could provide them. 
Confident with her plan, she stood, ready to set off for the market, calculating how much she could spend on the cleaning supplies. She wasn’t low on funds, but who knew what might happen between now and her first week’s pay?






  
  Chapter Three
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The woman in the tree’s shadow, now holding the toddler, tiptoed forward and leaned over Tudon, gesturing toward the infant, willing to take the two children. Tudon waved her away. The woman with the girl child trudged off, and two men went with her, leaving one man guarding Burke’s back. 
Burke clicked the stones together in his hand. “If more of my people come, you will not interfere with them making a settlement.”
“What is the number?”
Burke looked down at the two stones he had dropped as if he wondered if the dragon could count.
“What is the number of people that may settle? Be specific.”
“I cannot guess.”
“Name a limit.”
“One hundred.”
Moganaru snorted, and flames dribbled from his lips and nostrils. “Seventy spread about. No group larger than ten.”
“No more than ten in a house?”
“No more than ten in a half-hectare.”
Burke’s muddy eyes tightened, and the boy watched him. “What will you do if an eleventh joins a group?”
“I will resettle the individual far from here.”
Burke pondered, his hand running up and down his son’s arm. Tudon squeezed his shoulder and rose. Burke nodded at her, and she walked into the surrounding trees and out of sight. “What if a small town grew nearby, say, within two leagues, but no closer than half a league? Would that be acceptable if the rest remained here with numbers below ten per hectare?” He looked at the boy, smiled, and challenged Moganaro with intent eyes.
Moganaru shrugged. “Your next stone.”
Adrielle tucked her empty lunch purse over her waistband, pressing the half that flapped over the outside band flat. No cutpurse would imagine she had anything of value in the empty leather pouch. The island in the road had been a convenient place to stop, but now she needed to cross back to the walkway and head to the square by the gates. Finished, she looked up right into Kit’s moss green eyes, pleased as a robin with a bounty of breadcrumbs at his feet. 
He leaned over her. “Well, hello again, Adrielle.”
“Don’t say that like you didn’t expect to see me. You’re stalking me. No one runs into a stranger three times in two days unless it’s intentional.”
“You’re stalking me? I’ll take that as a compliment.”
She stepped back and clutched her hands in front of her. “I said that you are the stalker.”
“I’m stalking Mogan, not you.”
“We established earlier that Mogan is not with me.”
“Yes, I remember you said he’s not stashed in your pocket. I really am intrigued by dragons. Do you know how hard it is to find a dragon on the ground? It never happens in Greater Magyar. So, when I found you two on the road, I had to make your acquaintance.” He whispered the last words like he was sharing something delicious.
She stepped to the side, and he stepped with her, barring her from going forward. “Kit, I have somewhere to go, and you’re in my way. If you continue, I am going to advise Mogan to avoid you. If a dragon doesn’t want someone’s company, it’s impossible to find them.” She knew that from experience and fought down a smile, keeping her face steeled against his charm. He was charming. A part of her enjoyed the game of keeping up with his silliness. Her cousins failed to captivate her interest and hadn’t found her conversation interesting, either. She rarely talked to anyone else on the mountain since Widow Seyssel passed away. However, she wanted to find Millie, and Kit made that difficult.
“You know this dragon avoidance issue from personal experience?”
He was exasperating and astute. She needed to remember that. “Simple logic. I can’t get rid of him, so one must assume I wouldn’t be able to find him if he didn’t want me to.”
“You’re trying to get rid of him?” His face brightened, scheming etched all over it.
Why did she say that? “You need to get a job so you can get over this obsession with following people and dragons. Employed, you’d be too busy for this silliness.” She dodged around him.
He caught up and strode with her. When she sped up, he comfortably kept pace. 
She wasn’t happy with the rapidity of their steps and dropped to a stroll, but she slid between two gentlemen, striding ahead of them.
She took two paces, and he was back at her side.
“I have a job,” he said.
“It mustn’t be much if you can wander about chasing women who have dragons with them all day long.”
“There has only been your dragon, so my time isn’t wasted on running around after several women with dragons. Plus, I’m currently between assignments. I was down this way for another purpose entirely. It was pure luck that I saw you having lunch.”
He must have been watching her for a while. The man had gall. He seemed more and more like he was a thief, and she should avoid him. Thieves had time on their hands. Working people had places to be and things to do, not the freedom to track down whoever caught their fancy, not that she had caught his fancy. Mogan was the target of his attention. 
That was almost disappointing. She shoved the thought aside, reminding herself how often she had been told to avoid strangers and keep her personal information to herself. It hadn’t been hard to follow that rule with a small village and few who wished to take the trail to their cabin.
“I have something to take care of a few doors down, but it can wait,” he said. “Where are you off to?”
“How is it you can hold off something you need to do? That is how people get fired from their jobs.”
He bumped his shoulder with hers and whispered, “Was that why they fired you?” 
“I wasn’t fired. I left.” She tried again to scrape him off by joining a group of ladies window shopping. 
He swung in beside her as soon as she was clear of the party. “Fed up with being overlooked, taken advantage of, underappreciated, set aside, put upon, overworked?
She thought he’d never find an end to his list.
Kit lengthened his stride when she increased her speed. “I know exactly how you feel. That’s why I assemble all my required duties into one week, so I can have three weeks to myself.”
“What? How can you do that?” She stopped. They’d made it to the square at the city gates, and she needed to cross the busy plaza to reach the market road. She looked for a break in the traffic, avoiding gazing into his grinning face. “A job requires you to be there daily to complete a task. It’s not like you can sell shoes for a week, then wander off.”
“My job does not involve selling shoes.” He took her arm and guided her through the busy square, chatting as they went. “I have an employer who only has need of me infrequently. But when he needs my services, they’re usually complicated and in series. So, I organize, complete, and present them all at once. It’s wearing, but I rest up a couple of
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