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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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Tempa


Tempa Blu crouched in the heather, her hands pressed to the ground, and ignored the prickly disagreement of the crushed stems. The climb had been wearing, but she was confident she hadn’t been followed into the foothills. 
Clear sky, fluffy clouds, pleasant weather, aside from the wind. What could go wrong?
A late dragon. She clenched her fists, tearing the stems from their roots. Bog was taking his time, the miserable beast. Of all the dragons in the Cadore Range, how did she get saddled with a snippy straggler like Bog? 
“Boglaruru,” she corrected herself with a grumble as she surveyed the horizon. Like anyone would want a name that ended in ruru. It sounded like a two-year-old named the beast.
It suited him. He wasn’t much different from a two-year-old, minus the tantrums.
He found being late gave him greater joy than the temporary satisfaction of throwing a tantrum. Sometimes she contemplated throwing one. He was late every time she needed a pickup. Or a drop-off. Or a lift over the next hill. 
She hefted her droopy rucksack and cinched the straps over her shoulders. The weight at the bottom reminded her that she had her own promises to keep. The habit of tugging her long, unruly hair out from under the straps and tossing it behind her lowered the tension. She slipped her thumbs under the buckles securing the rucksack and considered her next move.
Her strung bow hung at the ready on the side of her pack, and her arrows rattled in the quiver. Not that she’d ever shoot at Bog, but she could use a meal with red meat in it. Lazy Bog would get her home long after dinner. He was already nearly an hour late. In another ten minutes, she was going to call her exit plan a failure.
Todo Joklar would be furious about the late delivery of her gathered intelligence and the special package she’d agreed to deliver, but that wouldn’t be her fault. 
She’d blame Bog’s failure to show. Not that the spymaster would appreciate the distinction.
You are partners, Blu. Learn to get along.
Get along, shmed along. Easy for him to say.
At least she’d found nothing to implicate Kenvark in the growing concern about an outpost of unsavory characters congregating near Slorbor. 
There were unsavory characters, but they seemed more interested in running amok in town rather than in taking it over and claiming it under Kenvark rule. What military advantage could there be here? It was two kingdoms beyond the Kenvark border!
She scanned the sky again before running her gaze along the rolling hills and the trail down to town. Sometimes it seemed Joklar just sent her on missions bent entirely on making her and Bog work out their differences. Which made this trip a double failure. Bog had never been this late before, and she hated to admit that it was worrisome. At what point does one say her dragon must be in trouble?
This was Bog. 
Could she possibly miss the infuriating beast?
Maybe. She hunched her shoulders and bit her lip. Nah.
The wind flicked at her hair, rolling it across her back. Maybe she should just start walking home. It would take over a week since there was half a mountain range between here and there. If it weren’t for her lack of supplies, lack of shelter, lack of everything she would need for such a journey, she’d have skipped waiting for Bog altogether.
She scanned the sky again, then shrugged, jostling the bag and the weight that bumped the top of her hip.
Getting to blame Bog would help not one whit with countering a possible Kenvark annexation of the High Cadore border town, nor Todo Joklar’s demand for timely information, or her side errand. They were going to miss their drop-off.
Angry again and more than a little worried, she huffed. 
“Bog!”
The thump behind her put her teeth on edge.
“Need a lift?”
That was not Bog.
Tempa turned, arrow nocked on the bow seated securely in her hand. She blinked. Short, brassy-edged brunette hair danced in the breeze from the head of a man she didn’t recognize. She didn’t know the orange and silver-edged dragon he sat on, either. There was nothing straggly about either of them. Wonderful. Bog wouldn’t land for as long as they were there. The comparison between the two dragons was extreme, and her beast didn’t like strangers.
The man was not much older than she was. Late twenties at the most. Pleasant smile, even if it suggested he was on the verge of telling her something unbelievable. Nothing about them suggested danger, and she lowered the bow. 
The man’s hair continued to wave, like brightly dressed children on a golden beach.
Her own danced just as deliriously. She blew at the locks impeding her view now that the wind was coming from behind her.
She bet his dragon even had an elegant name. The creature waited demurely, as if meeting strangers was a common part of her day, and she preferred her rider to handle the introductions.
“No, thanks for the offer,” she said. “My ride will be along shortly.” Hout in a cloud, she wasn’t convinced that was going to happen. 
The man’s crooked smile was oddly endearing. He exuded a distinct friendliness that should have put her on her guard. He hadn’t even introduced himself, and she’d released the tension on the string. Charm was a danger, and she should know better. Hadn’t Joklar pounded suspicion into her? Trust no one, and earn everyone’s trust. Well, pointing a weapon at someone was not the best foundation for trust. She lowered the arrow.
“Aw, well then, we’ll leave you.” His lightly sunburned face quirked that endearing smile. 
The dragon’s limbs took on the tension of springs winding tight. 
“Unless you’d like company?” Leaning forward on his elbows, he broadened his grin.
The springs unwound.
Okay, now this was just turning into a weird encounter. Who was this guy? “What brings you to my hilltop?”
“Usually, Ishara and I take a break here before heading back, so it’s also our hilltop.” 
Ishara. Yup, elegant, far from the silliness of Boglaruru. 
She couldn’t tell the color, but his eyes were full of humor and charm. 
“I don’t take up that much room,” she said. Her eyes bulged. What was she doing?
He shook his head as if she were sadly mistaken, and he felt terrible pointing it out. “You’re here first, so we’ll find another to occupy.” 
She might as well take advantage of the situation. This wasn’t a simple case of running into someone accidentally. His voice was too smooth. “Back to where?”
He waved a hand, not particularly definite, off toward the peaks of the Cadore Range. “You know, home.”
So, Slorbor wasn’t home. It was hard to be critical. Slorbor wasn’t her home either, and she was spying on the locals. So again, she shouldn’t be snide, not when there was a chance for more intel. Todo Joklar would have questions. Maybe this guy was connected to Kenvark’s subtle invasion of Slorbar, so subtle she missed it until he landed on her hilltop. There was a definite gleam of Kenvarkian attitude despite his charming smile.
If only her dragon wasn’t missing or hiding now that she had company.
Even if this fellow and his dragon were not on their radar, Joklar liked to pick through every tidbit. That’s what made him such a fine spymaster. “Well, you and Ishara have some precedence here. I’d hate to force you off to a less desirable hilltop.”
As if that was an invitation, he slid off Ishara’s back and landed on sure feet. 
It was sort of an invitation. So, more intel it was.


      [image: ]Lew
Lew and Ishara had been tracking the spy for days. Losing and finding her, losing and finding her again. It wasn’t easy to track a woman who kept such a focused eye on her back. Keeping a safe distance had let her slip away half a dozen times.
Her sneaky dragon hadn’t made it any easier. The beast never let Tempa Blu out of his sight, and he blended in everywhere. Lew ignored the temptation to search for the beast plastered against some angle in the rolling landscape. The cagey creature was more cautious than the woman, if that was even possible. Lew gave her his best smile, sure to convince her he was just some friendly guy visiting the southern foothills for fun.
Why the Kenvark spy chief wanted tabs on any Larpa agent was still uncertain, but something about the assignment bothered him. It felt personal. His smile wavered a fraction, and he brightened it. Was Kenvark looking again to even the score with the Larpa royals?
Maybe just asking her outright would make everything easier. He leaned casually against Ishara’s front leg. “Are you from around here?”
She mimicked his wave northward. “Up that way, actually.” She had the kind of face that made “knowing your enemy” tricky. Her freckled high cheekbones and intent blue eyes said warm and fuzzy things. But if he looked closely, and he was using his most attentive efforts, the words “No fools accepted here” dangled in the air between them. Someone else would think her friendly interest was just that, friendly, minus the bow and arrow. 
He’d known to expect subterfuge, but her sharp gaze could give a mercenary pause. Not to mention she had to be as tall as he was, and the arm that had drawn that arrow hadn’t wavered the entire time she kept it pointed at him.
That was after she pivoted, grabbed the bow, pulled the arrow and faced him so fast even Ishara had twitched.
At least she’d lowered it and let them stay, which left him wondering why. It would be ironic if it turned out she was on his trail, and he’d invited her attention when he should have skittered away.
Well, Chief Curonio was right. If they caused a ruckus in Slorbor that could be traced back to Kenvark, Larpa would send someone to check the situation. The question was, if this was the agent, what did she find?
“Name’s Lew. My friend here is Ishara.”
“Tempa.” She eyed the horizon, exasperation written all over her face. Feigned, real, he couldn’t tell. “My ride’s name is Bog.” The bow and arrow remained set, both her hands still in position to raise, pull the arrow, and release it into Lew’s chest.
“Since we’re on a first-name basis, maybe you could disarm yourself.” Confident that his gaze held nothing but charisma, he winked at her.
“That would require my being disarmed by your charm.” Her freckles took all the disdain out of her words. She was too fresh-faced to give offense. “I always require more than an exchange of names before I put away my weapons.” With the threat asserted, she removed the arrow from the nock, but she did not hang the bow back on her rucksack or put the arrow away.
Was she even a grown woman? Up close, she was young for espionage. Was he wrong about her? She couldn’t have been over twenty years old, but Lew was certain she knew the value of caution, not that she had any reason to distrust him. Not yet, anyway, and not now. Besides, he’d been trailing her for days. She was too good at evasion not to be sent by the Larpan spymaster.
He patted his dragon. “Well, Tempa, Ishara and I are just going to settle in for a rest for the next hour. I hope your ride shows soon, and you can be on your way. Earlier, you sounded like you had some place to be and a deadline to meet.” He sat, stretched his legs out in front of him, and leaned back against Ishara’s ankle. The dragon sat with an authoritative thump.
Clearly, his dragon had her own opinion of Tempa “from up that way.” He was interested in hearing it later.
Tempa shrugged one shoulder as if only half concerned. “My parents get uppity when they’ve made dinner plans with me and I’m late. Reheated trout tastes dry.”
Ha, she didn’t expect him to believe she lived with Mommy and Daddy, did she? He tangled his words with plenty of cheer. “I have parents, too.” Somewhere, once upon a time. His practiced smile stayed sincere. He let it drop some when she failed to laugh. So, idle chatter wasn’t her style. He tried again, with just enough embarrassed unease in his voice for his poor-quality joke. “My ground is your ground.”
For a moment, she looked ready to argue it was her ground before it was his. She took a breath, one eye narrowed a fraction, and she relaxed her grip on the bow. Maybe she remembered he’d said he and his dragon often rested here.
Or something else distracted her. Her gaze drifted over his shoulder and behind him. 
Ishara angled her head over her back and harrumphed. Unease skittered up Lew’s spine, and he leaned out and looked past Ishara.
A dragon, dusty green, like algae long dead in an evaporated puddle of a pond, trudged up the hill. He looked more like a shadow under overcast skies than a tangible being, which explained why the beast blended in everywhere. Just like the girl, the dragon was larger than one would expect. He made Ishara look like a delicate figurine.
“Bog,” Tempa said with all the excitement of someone told to root through a garbage heap. “You’re late.”
The dragon finished his plod up the mild incline, his bored gaze running up Ishara’s back and down her leg to Lew. “Your guests kept you entertained.”
“Actually, I’ve imposed on them.” She slotted her bow into its strapping and prepped her quiver for travel. 
Lew wouldn’t worry about an ambush either if his dragon was that size and sneaky to boot.
Bog bent a knee, and she climbed up to his shoulders then straddled the slimmest saddle system Lew had ever seen. Would she even be able to strap on a week’s supplies? “Nice meeting you, Lew, Ishara. Enjoy your hilltop.”
He watched the algae-green dragon launch, all lazy grace, using the slope of the hill to add lift, before the pair rose and headed northward as if they had all the time in the world to get to their destination. Though the pair’s flight was leisurely, they were a mere dot in moments. “Do you believe for one minute she’s having fish for dinner tonight?”
Ishara’s soft voice ran counter to her words. “If I were her, I wouldn’t tell you if I ate meals at all, with anyone. I bet her name isn’t even Tempa.”
“I love you too, Ish.”
“Are we following her?”
“Not this time. She’ll be back.”






  
  Chapter Two 
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Tempa


“Why were you late?” Tempa shoved her twisting hair back for the umpteenth time. Bog could shield her from the wind, but he didn’t. 
His words flew past her. “You had company.”
“I had company because you were late.” If the dragon spoke again, it would just be to provoke her into a circular argument. “We’ll miss our drop-off appointment if you don’t put on your high-velocity flap and make up the lost time.”
The wind picked up enough to shove her back, and she thrust her body flat to the padding and grabbed the grips mounted on either side of the saddle’s chest belt. The wind shrieked past her. She gave herself ten seconds to pull back her exasperation with the beast. Irritation under control, she cracked her neck, feeling the tension release. This was their third independent assignment together, and their working relationship hadn’t improved. “Bog, we’ve talked about this before. Shield me from the wind. If you arrive without me, Todo Joklar will be disappointed.”
“You’re still here, and we’ll make your rendezvous on time. So, he should be pleased regardless.”
Her hair spun in a torrent behind her. She’d spend at least an hour detangling it. “We need rules.” Fortunately, she had secured both her bow and arrows, and her dagger was firmly strapped to her leg.
His lazy words dribbled by. “Rules are good.”
“Rule one. You need to show up on time.” She waited, but Bog had nothing to say. There were plenty of rules to fill the silence. What silence there was in the wind howling past her ears. “Rule two. You will protect your rider from the elements: wind, snow, sleet, rain, etc., and related influences caused by your flying. Suffocation due to elevation, for example.”
She knew Bog could hear her. Dragons had exceptional hearing. Normally, they also had exceptional care for humans. Boglaruru was an exception to the rule. On to rule number three.
“Rule three. You must assist me in meeting the demands of our missions and arriving on time for our deadlines.”
“You will arrive on time.”
“With my hair in one giant knot and my clothes tattered.”
“Neither item falls under your three rules.”
“If I am protected from the elements I listed, I will not have tangled hair.”
The wind ceased, and her hair fell to her back. She rubbed her ears, fearing deafness. A nothingness of sound surrounded her. “Tell me why you were late?”
“Is that rule four, or just a query?”
Tempa pressed her forehead to the padding. Why this dragon? Why her and this dragon? “We’re supposed to be a team.”
“Yes, we are.”
Boglaruru, a dragon of few words and heavy meaning. Now she would have to determine where they went wrong. Self-examination. Always a fun activity. She was nothing if not capable of reviewing her mistakes. She could hear Mom’s words already. Every poor relationship started somewhere.
Where did theirs start? Todo Joklar assigned her to Bog seconds before she had to take her first independent mission. The beast was late, and she’d had to wait until late evening for him to arrive. Because the timeline was tight, she had feared leaving to eat. When he arrived, she was hungry, tired, and angry. On top of his lateness, he came equipped with a saddle that barely provided two positions. He was a dragon with sensitive joints, so he claimed, but she had to admit it was comfortable and barely noticeable on him.
She hadn’t wanted to disappoint Joklar or Tawk. They’d invested time and effort in training her. She wasn’t an easy person to train, not that she wasn’t smart, athletic, or sensible. She was direct, already well-prepared physically, and organized. It was the outspoken part that always set her back.
Had her directness set this difficult relationship in motion? They had argued about how they should approach the cavern meeting on that first assignment. He’d won since he was flying and, outside of stabbing him, she couldn’t force her demands on him. Stabbing probably wouldn’t have made a difference, anyway.
Their first mission had worked out, but it hadn’t been pleasant. 
This was their third one, and it had gone well, except for the continued lateness. 
“Why were you late, Bog?”
“You had company.”
She screamed into the leather-wrapped padding and cracked her neck again. “Why are you always late?”
“There are rules.”
“I just gave you the rules. There were no rules before.”
“There are always rules.”
Every poor relationship started somewhere. She took a slow breath and exhaled evenly. “What rule caused you to be late?”
“Ensuring your safety comes before all other rules. Todo Joklar insisted your safety come first.”
Twice she thought she knew what she wanted to say, but then she didn’t. Finally, she settled on a question. “What about my situation on that foothill gave you reason to believe my safety was in question?”
“Lew and Ishara followed you through the foothills. I listened to their interaction with you to determine their interest in you. Your safety was in question.”
They’d been following her. How had she not known? “I never saw them.”
“You couldn’t. You’re not a dragon.”
They must have stayed at a distance only a dragon could manage with its exceptional senses. “I’ve another rule.”
“Of course, you do.”
“We must keep each other informed. I don’t mean tell me every detail of your life. This is a mission-central rule. If you notice something questionable, something that might interfere with our mission, our safety, or our relationship as a team, you must share it with me. I’ll abide by that rule as well and share with you.”
“This is a fine rule. We must make prompt use of rule four.”
She’d start. “I’ve something to share, Bog. I also think Lew and Ishara are questionable characters. He is too charming; she is too …”
“Perfect.”
That yanked a guffaw out of her. Bog was intimidated by the elegance of that creature. “I agree. Far too perfect, the both of them.”
“Tempa, we are closing in on the drop-off site.”
On the off chance he was still keeping secrets, she asked, “Do you know the contents of my package or who awaits it?”
“I am as uninformed as you are.” He shifted his wings closer to his spine, losing lift and affecting a dive. The mountainous terrain below expanded until they approached a specific crag. He steepened the dive, and she dug into her rucksack for the weighted canister.
Raising it over her head and behind her shoulder, she prepared to throw the container at the sharp-edged cliff. The lowest peak of the range, Neesk Butte, cut the sky to her left. “Give me a count, Bog.”
“New rule. You must call me Boglaruru. Ten, nine, …”
“Then you can’t call me Tedious Baggage.”
“Seven, six, … Four rules are probably enough. Humans have trouble remembering past three, anyway. Two, one.” 
She heaved the canister and watched it arc toward the ragged cliff. “Dragons have excellent memories. You can remember five, and I know you’ll remind me if I forget your proper name.”
Their flight still featured the quickly approaching mountainside. Shot with nonchalance, which didn’t fool her, his voice slid past her on the wind. “I’m comfortable with four rules.” Of course he was. Bog was fond of calling her Tedious Baggage. No argument. She was fond of calling him Bog. Besides, in a pinch, it was easier to scream Bog than Boglaruru.
From a dark recess in the cliffside, a brilliant green dragon rushed upward and nabbed the canister. The dragon curled, twisted, and shot off toward the eastern mountains of Cadore. 
Delivery made. Bog swooped over the cliff and aligned his flight toward Larpa. 
His acceleration dropped to a leisurely stroll through the vaporous mists that draped the range. Tempa would not make it in time for dinner with her family. She shrugged and dug out her cloak. 

      [image: ]Her stomach growled and burbled as Tempa shambled into the mess hall. It was late, and most of the Larpa guards had finished with their meals and left for their bunks, free-time activities, training, or evening assignments. She would have to scrape the bottom of the trays for what edible dregs remained. 
After discerning there were only three guards whispering in a dark corner, she shuffled along the table, taking the last plate and picking through the assortment of utensils. It was possible the plate had been used before and only licked clean, but she wasn’t up for arguing with whomever was left in the kitchen for a just as uncertain clean one. A collage of gray lines worn into the white stoneware from years of use hid a multitude of stains.
She cracked her neck, feeling ready to face her choices, and peered into the first tray. Green, stringy, and congealed. Probably a vegetable. She sniffed. Bog could have told her if it was about to go bad, but her nose picked up nothing unpleasant. She scooped the last spoonful and flung it down onto her plate. Even then, the mass hesitated before it plopped down. Next tray, empty. Next, empty again. Those trays should have already been pulled. She’d done her stint in the kitchen like every other recruit. Someone was failing at the job. Disgruntled, she stepped to the next table. 
Ha! The tray was half-filled with breaded chicken strips. She piled enough on her plate to fill it halfway. More empty trays, and then a stem of grapes, half a peach, and two bruised strawberries. Someone had returned a buttered third of a roll. She grabbed it. A tankard of chilled water fit her free hand perfectly. 
She surveyed the room, empty except for those three guards, who sat in the far corner and watched her. Aw, Bettra and her brothers. Tempa eyed them, her mouth twisting in consideration. She’d take the first table she came to, but she would sit with her back to them and hope they lost interest.
Her ankle tucked around a chair leg, she drew the chair out and sat. She swallowed a mouthful of cool water, flushing any frustration away, and put the plate and tankard down. Fork in hand, she ate. Four not-to-be-criticized bites later, she heard chairs scrape the wood floor.
Steps approached.
Tempa hunched and chewed and swallowed, pumping food into her mouth as quickly as she could take it in. Most guards were good people, but these three laggards held the prize for aggravation. Nothing made them happy except finding some poor mortal to pick on. She wouldn’t put it past them to overturn her plate. After snagging the roll in one hand, she hoped the fruit would survive the upheaval. She was nearly done with the chicken and could live without the presumed vegetable mass.
As if they had practiced the move, two of the three took the seats on either side of her in a synchronized chair slide, tin cup thump, and sit. With an elbow each on the table, the brothers supported their heads in their hands, eyes staring at her from barely a clenched fist away. The third guard, their sister and the gang leader, strode around the table to lean across on flattened palms and face Tempa. “The spymaster’s protégé returns to slum in the measly guards’ mess.”
Tempa kept chewing. Bettra had a limited vocabulary. She’d run out of words if left to prattle on a while and provide time for Tempa to finish her meal.
“Mommy and Daddy lock you out?” For all of Bettra’s lazy guard act, her hair was impeccably coifed in black braids wrapped snugly around her head.
The idiot on the left sniggered. Tempa had let them all think she lived with her family. It was easier, and no one followed her home. Who wanted to face the Blu clan? Except for Liet, all of them were unusually tall, and even Liet knew how to take out a bully. Josian and Dracie Blu coddled none of their daughters.
The todo had made Tempa promise not to damage any guards. Due to her training, she knew some tricks they didn’t. Her tablemates leaned in a little closer, their breathing disturbing her tangled hair. Three to one odds weren’t good if she had to pull her punches. Tempa had also promised not to let them damage her. A conundrum Todo Joklar and Marshal Tawk would expect her to work out.
A childhood tempo laced Bettra’s next words. “Temper Blu, I’m talking to you.”
Tempa was too tired for this. “Beat it, Bettra.” She shoved out her chair, grabbed her dish and tankard. Two more chairs scraped the floor, and they were all standing, Tempa a head taller than the tallest.
It would make a mess, but the plate and tankard made for grand weapons. She shifted her grip on them, releasing the fork and knife she’d been pinning to the stoneware.
A gravelly voice interrupted Tempa’s work with her conundrum. “I’m glad you made it back, Blu.”
Tempa slid her thumb into place over the utensils. She faced Marshal Tawk. “It was a long day, sir. I just finished my meal.”
“Everything go well in Zebville?”
She would have sighed if Tawk weren’t eyeing her with a steady challenge: Just try. Nobody would believe she was in Zebville, but that was the going story. “The usual, tedium and more tedium.”
“She was just boring us with the details,” Bettra said. Her minions nodded quick snaps in unison.
“Come walk with me. You can bore me with the details. I’m actually paid to listen to them.” The marshal headed for the door.
Before she had taken a step toward the kitchen wall to deposit her dishes, he called out, “Bettra, clear the table for her.”
Tempa grinned and handed her plate to the gofer on her left, the tankard to the right. Bettra would never have taken them, not with Tawk’s back turned, and she was out of reach behind the table, anyway. Tempa caught up with Tawk at the door and swung it open. They stepped out together. 
His gruff voice rumbled. “I’ll walk you through town.” The lamp hanging from the short roof over the mess door doused his shaved head with an amber glow.
“You don’t have to wait. I’m going to report in with the todo.”
“Report in the morning.” He was a square man, all muscle and grit, despite being well into his fifties. His grinding voice had to have been worn to small rocks in a tumbler from all the ordering and yelling he did. 
“Yes, sir.” She strode beside him, keeping her longer stride short. “Will there be another mission this week?”
The stores downtown had all closed for the day, except for the two bakeshops and the mercantile, and they wouldn’t stay open much longer. The lamps along the main road brightened the closing day in splashes of orange light.
“Depends on the news you have. If you had found evidence of Kenvark mischief or any other trouble, you wouldn’t have stopped for dinner first.”
He didn’t know how hungry she was, but he was correct. Nothing she had learned couldn’t wait until morning. He stopped when they reached the smithy at the end of town. An enormous shape formed out of the shadows of the narrower trail leading to homesteads.
Bog grew more visible as he entered the faded reach of the last lamp. What was he doing there? Not another mission?
“Boglaruru will see you home.”
The beast never saw her home. He should be curled up somewhere warm and dark, not stalking out of the shadows. She noted he’d had his saddle removed and let a sigh of relief escape. No mission.
“Goodnight, Tempa Blu.” 
“Goodnight, Marshal Tawk.” He headed back to the guard field with no further comment or gesture.
“I didn’t expect you, Bog.”
“Rules.”
“This must be a new one. I don’t remember our agreeing to delivery services.”
“You asked for timely arrivals and departures.”
“Does this mean you won’t be late anymore?” A girl could faint at the possibilities.
“As long as your safety is not in dispute, I will always be on time.”
A slippery revision if she ever heard one. She climbed his bent leg and settled on the toasty scales of his shoulder blades. “Wake me up when we get there.” She wasn’t kidding. If she closed her eyes, she could see herself sliding off him and not waking before her death by impact.
A blanket of pressure draped her. Hout in a cloud, he was going to make sure she didn’t fall off. She closed her eyes and slumped, one hand gripping the massive tendon that structured the forward edge of a wing. A girl shouldn’t assume too much about a dragon with ruru at the end of his name.
It seemed like seconds had passed, and they hadn’t actually left the ground, when Bog released the pressure and rumbled a snort loud enough to wake anything sleeping in the county.
“I’m up.” She shoved herself upright and blinked. Her cabin sat in the shadows of the sun falling behind a ridge. She had a touch more sunset through the trees than the city below. She squinted and grinned.
On the tiny porch were two small shapes. A third perched in the peach tree at the corner of the house. Rebel, Dill, and Rat-a-tat-tat waited for their evening cuddle and grumble. They were happy to listen to the ramblings about her missions.
Rebel’s cheerful chain-rattle of a chuckle made her giggle. There was a scolding in the raccoon’s repeated refrain. Rat-a-tat-tat dropped to a lower branch, the white patch on her wings flashing. 
Tempa climbed down and patted Bog’s shoulder as she passed. “Goodnight, Bog.”
“Sleep well, Tedious Baggage.” The massive dragon leaped and disappeared into the waning light. 
Dill hadn’t moved. He sat on the threshold, perfectly placed to impede her advance into the house, thus guaranteed to be picked up. The fox wouldn’t stay long. Night was his best hunting time, but he wouldn’t leave without a proper tail smoothing and ear scratch.
She stomped up the stairs of her porch, one foot hitting a lump squatting next to the post on her left. She blinked. Bog had deposited her rucksack on the porch. What had gotten into that beast? She swiped the sack, swinging it onto one shoulder by a strap. Her arrows slipped in their slots.
Rat-a-tat-tat swooped from his branch and landed on the rail. Tempa reached out a hand and ruffled the bird’s neck feathers, fingering between the black shafts and rubbing the warm skin. In the few minutes since Tempa’s arrival, the last of the evening light had faded, but she could just make out the red cap on the top of the woodpecker’s head. “You should go perch for the night, Ratty-girl. You can wake me up in the morning.” 
She could hope the flock didn’t come calling. Tempa could ignore Rat-a-tat-tat’s morning call, but the bunch of them screeching “Jacob, jacob, jacob!” was not her favorite way to face the morning. That’s what she got for befriending a bird who lived in a commune.
Scooping Dill with one arm, she waited for Rebel to pull the latch. The door swung open with the raccoon’s weight gliding it into the darkened cabin. She dropped the rucksack on the cabinet she knew waited next to the door and cradled Dill with both arms. The fox nuzzled her under the chin and then squirmed free, landing with a barely discernible thump on the wood floor and disappearing out the door. 
Tempa closed it behind the fox. “Make yourself comfortable, Rebel. I met a charming man today, so we have much to talk about.” She lit a lamp and perused the room. Nothing was disturbed, so Rebel had behaved while she was away. The sugar bowl lid was still in place, the sink dry, and her bed made. What had the little beastie been up to if she hadn’t been in the cabin for three days? 
Rebel curled on the rocker, pure innocence on her black-masked face.
“Wearing a mask won’t fool me, but I’m too tired to probe your secret adventures.” Tempa grabbed a pillow. “Scoot over.” 
Rebel stood on her hind feet, her arms stretched to grasp the top rail of the rocker with tiny, dexterous black hands. Tempa sat, wedged the pillow behind her head, and kept her arms raised. Rebel fell into her lap, belly up, head dangling over Tempa’s right thigh, and sighed.
Tempa closed her eyes and scratched Rebel’s chin. Before she started rocking, she cradled the raccoon. They soon were breathing softly, the motion calming.
Except her mind, finally free to wander, headed straight for the grinning, brassy brunette she’d left resting on the hilltop above Slorbor.
“Rebel, I met a man, a charming man who I am certain is up to trouble in Slorbor, courtesy of the Kenvark king.” That was what happened in her line of work. The men were always charming and untrustworthy. But this time was the first time she was captivated by one. Three missions on her own, but a year’s worth with Gilroy and Sari. Not once had their counterparts charmed her. Not even Gilroy, who was famous for his appeal.
What was different about Lew? “His eyes were steady, like he was well trained to pick up details beyond what lay directly in front of him. As if I held all his attention, but he was still tallying minutiae.” She caressed Rebel’s soft pelt. “He didn’t even twitch when Bog showed up.” Had he seen her dragon before? If so, his arrival was no surprise, or was Lew just so well acquainted with dragons landing, even one as imposing as Bog, that it was an everyday event?
“He told me his first name and the dragon’s, but kept all other details vague, not that I was more particular. But I’m one of Joklar’s finest. Is this Lew someone’s finest too? If so, who? The king of Kenvark? But why would Kenvark have any interest in Slorbor? Sure, it’s a central city, between two of the most active kingdoms, but why Slorbor?”
Rebel paddled her hands through her fur, revealing a red spot. Tempa scrutinized it. “Spider bite? It looks to be healing.”
She huffed and bounced her head on the cushion behind her. Todo Joklar was never wrong. If he believed Kenvark was up to something nefarious in Slorbor, it was. “Lew’s very handsome.”
Tempa rolled her eyes. When had she come to that conclusion? 
Time to reset her sensibilities. “What was the man up to in Slorbor?” She should repack her rucksack for a longer mission. Joklar was definitely going to send her out after this mysterious man and his dragon. 
Her heart juddered in her chest. It was far too early to be eager for a mission. Following suspicious men was never an invigorating investigation. Unless they were charming.
“He was not that charming.”
Rebel lifted her black nose, twitching the end as if to sniff out someone trying to fool herself. Tempa glared at the creature. “If a little rebel like you can’t charm me, no slick talker with a practiced smile can.” If he could, Dad would be very disappointed in her, but Mom would be gleeful. Only three of her five daughters were married.






  
  Chapter Three
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Lew


The flight to Kenvark took the usual two hours with Ishara focused on avoiding notice, a challenge considering she was bright orange, the silver edging her wings and spines reflective and likely glinting in the rays of the setting sun. A direct flight would have taken forty minutes. Lew spent the time mulling over their brief interaction with Tempa and lounging on the supply bags strapped to the rear of his extensive saddle system. 
Tempa Blu was a mismatch of features. Innocent freckles crowded intense blue eyes. Archery skills with a temper. If she were a Larpan spy, her dragon might be her weak spot. That was a hopeful and unfounded assumption. That dragon was no one’s weak spot.
He and Ishara may have avoided Tempa Blu’s attention until they met on the foothills of Neesk Butte, but her dragon Bog hadn’t overlooked them. What had the beast gleaned from their activities? Lew was not one to discount the observational skills of a dragon. 
Where most dragons took a disinterest in humans, appearing to draw few conclusions and rarely intervening, a spy’s dragon fell into two groups. Either the dragon was a mere mount of the moment, getting the spy from one place to another, or part of a partnership. Though it appeared Tempa and Bog were not closely aligned in their goals, the dragon’s cleverness in avoiding detection, even turning the tables and spying on him and Ishara, didn’t support the beast lacking interest.
He shrugged, his shoulders rubbing the canvas he reclined on. Something about the pair bothered him. She was young compared to those he usually had to counter, but her dragon had all the signs of a seasoned hunter.
There was more to the spy than he’d first thought. Tempa Blu had called Lew out on his charm. That wasn’t the usual response he received. At the least, the female spies he’d met would play the game even if they weren’t falling for it. Tempa poked her finger in the mix and flicked things around.
It had taken little effort to learn her name. She’d wandered through the city, meeting and greeting, chatting it up with the locals, leaving her name about like it was a calling card. A blunt approach that fit the impression he had of her. It was not the customary infiltration he was used to. Where he was a sharp blade for leaving undetected cuts, she was a dull instrument thrown in to see what jammed up the works.
He’d covered his astonishment well enough, but she had a keen eye. An unpleasant niggle rattled him. Had he fallen into a trap she laid? 
“Time to look professional, Lew,” Ishara said as she banked right and swooped to land in a reserve set aside for dragons to snap up an easy meal. The terrified animals raced to the fence somewhere in the dark shadows under the trees, and her snout tracked them like a drawn arrow.
A recent image played in his mind: the arrow pointing directly at his chest. “Hungry, Ishara?” He’d have to walk for half an hour before he’d reach the gates of the mountain capital, but perhaps that was a benefit. He’d yet to organize his thoughts. “I suppose I can meet up with you after your snack.”
“You need the exercise.” The drumming nervousness of the herd’s movements directed the swing of her head.
“You’re thoughtful, worrying about my health like that.”
Ishara turned away from her prey’s activity to stare down her snout at him, the intense heat of her breath directed just to the side. “You haven’t decided if you’re going to tell Curonio about the Larpan.”
“Of course, I will tell her.” Lew rolled his eyes. Keeping information from Chief Zedja Curonio was not sensible, nor did it support a long career in espionage. A long career in life in general. 
“How much will you tell her?” In the evening shadows, Ishara looked rusty brown, her silver highlights cast in shades of gray.
Ishara either was not as hungry as she wanted him to believe, or she was worried. “Do you have a suggestion to make, Ish?”
“There is more to this mission than creating trouble in Slorbor and attracting the eye of the surrounding kingdoms. Why would Larpa send a spy halfway down the range?” The herd split right and left, and Ishara took a step toward the right.
“Larpa has always taken a particular interest in trouble, especially if advanced by Kenvark.” He should be on his way. Normally, Ishara had valuable insights at the end of a mission. Today, she was hyper-focused on the Larpan spy, and he had his own fascination to work through.
Her legs crouched, feet rising and dropping as if she stood on hot coals. Her head and neck aligned with her spine, gaze on the unsettled herd to the right. “High Cadore had a representative, as did Shalla. We did not follow them about the region day after day.”
“But I know them and their habits. This Larpan spy is new to me.” And intriguing. 
“You were expecting Gilroy and his partner?”
“I make sure not to expect anyone or anything when on a mission. It makes it too easy to miss what is important if I am fixated on a specific development.” Fixated — that described his problem.
“Yet, you are distracted with what you must tell Curonio.”
“The mission is over. I can focus on whatever I please.” 
“What will you tell her?” Ishara stalked forward two steps.
“High Cadore, Shalla, and Larpa sent spies. The one from Larpa was new to me, so I studied her and her mount.” Why was he refusing to admit he was worried about what Curonio would do with the information? Ish knew him too well.
“And what will you say about this Larpan spy?”
He hadn’t gotten that far in ruminating. “Young, inexperienced, and easily preoccupied by her dragon’s actions.” Accurate and innocent. Sometimes it helped to be put on the spot. 
“Essentially, you intend to tell her the Larpan spy is of little consequence, but you don’t believe that.”
“I will let Curonio draw her own conclusions and not presume to know how she will treat the information.” He was still working out what he believed about Tempa Blu.
“It is unlike you to choose not to color your information.” Ishara’s gaze turned predatory and focused on him. “You have swiftly formed an attachment to this girl, yet you know better than to let her engage you.” 
“I am not engaged. We spent very little time with her and gained little information for having tracked her for so long. There is more to learn. Unless she returns to Slorbor to investigate further or we cross paths on some other mission, I haven’t much to share about the woman.” He hoped he could keep it that way. Todo Joklar often sent his new recruits on simple missions. Doubtless, Lew would never come across her when something important occurred. Gilroy and Sari were the likely Larpan spies he’d run into. Not this novice spy.
He’d keep telling himself that. His loyalty to any kingdom was not part of the purchase of his skills. That’s what being a paid mercenary offered. In his case, information and nothing more. 

      [image: ]Lew skirted the direct route to the spy chief’s office. He preferred the corridors through the investigators’ warren. He’d met Curonio’s secretary only once. Graug had the unsettling habit of staring at a person while he waited, and the wait was always long. The back way left Lew free to knock on the Chief’s rear access to the archives. If Curonio didn’t answer, he’d leave. Those in the warren witnessed his arrival and departure. He could never be sure Graug would tell Curonio he’d been there if the secretary claimed she wasn’t available, and it was important he’d attempted to report in.
The warren was as active as ever. He doubted anyone slept in their own beds, using the bunk room between stints of examining new data as it came in. Being a hired spy meant he didn’t rise through the Kenvark ranks, immersed in their habits. Perhaps they worked in shifts and actually went home periodically. He didn’t know, but the bunk room door was mounted on a turnstile, and beds were always in use.
Each of the small rooms was shadowy, lit only with lamps positioned on a desk to brighten slips of information being sifted through. Sometimes a wall lamp highlighted a mounted map or staging of an investigation. The agents’ voices hung subdued in the air like smoke.
Not a single head rose to note his passing, but at least one busy reader raised a hand or nodded in his direction as he went from room to room. Reputation was his asset and his free pass. It also meant he could say no to an assignment. He suspected, for the first time in a long time, that he would say no to the Kenvark chief soon, though not today.
They needed windows in their offices. The air was stuffy, but the warren was a story or two underground. They were lucky they had breathable air at all. 
Lew stopped at the cast-iron strapped door and rapped the bulky knocker hard on the dented wood beneath it. He waited the prerequisite minute, tipping his head as if he could discern movement beyond the insulated door. 
Just as he was deciding whether to wait another thirty seconds, the door swung open on oiled hinges.
Zedja Curonio stared at him, her gaze level with his. Silvered hair braided from above her right ear, over her forehead and down the left side of her head continued in a thick plaiting over her left shoulder like a passive, streaked snake. Dark gray eyes examined him over a straight nose and an equally straight mouth. He’d yet to see her in anything but black. A red splash embroidered at an angle across her chest was striking. Once, he’d joked that it looked like she’d been sliced and still bled. He kept his quips to himself after that. There was nothing warm about the chief. He imagined even her blood ran a few degrees colder than the norm.
“Undrehal, enter.” She stepped back, giving him just enough room if he strode with his shoulders turned sideways. The door closed solidly behind him. If she killed him, no one would hear it. She was capable of such a thing. “Take a seat.”
He sat and watched her step around her desk, her fingers tightening on the back of her chair as she faced him. It was best to let her guide the debriefing. Not for the first time, he checked the front of her desk. A rumor had once circulated that it had a mechanism that shot poisoned darts. As always, the desk looked as innocuous as it was capable of while being her desk.
“You were in Slorbor.” 
Since it was just a statement, he said nothing.
“Did you see any enemy agents?”
All agents not of Kenvark were enemies. He wasn’t sure what that made him. Innocent for the time being, he supposed. “I saw three.”
“From where?”
“High Cadore, Shalla, and Larpa.”
“Anyone new?”
“Yes.” He waited a beat. There was such a thing as being too succinct. “Larpa sent a woman I’ve not seen before.”
“Describe her.” The chief sat down and drew a parchment from a neat stack, setting the sheet in front of her and posing an inked quill above it.
“Nineteen or twenty years old. Ash blonde, tall, freckled, fast with a bow.”
“She tried to shoot you?”
“She threatened to shoot me, but I smiled.”
Curonio stared at him for a moment, her expression neutral. “You identified her as an agent, how?”
“She went about town asking after the gang that was stirring up trouble. Gave her name and country of origin.”
“A recent recruit then. No handler in view?”
“Only if you call her dragon a handler. A huge beast, a bit on the snarly side.” With anyone else, he would have joked about the dragon being from Kenvark because of its attitude. He held his tongue. If she wanted more information, Curonio would have to ask. She’d never ask for his humor.
Scribbling on the sheet, she wrote bullet points he chose not to read. He’d glance at it on his way out. A solid tap of the point on the parchment finished her thought. “Name?”
Without hesitation, he said, “Tempa Blu.” He’d known better than to hope she wouldn’t ask.
“Dragon name and color?”
“Bog, green like a stinky swamp.”
Curonio stared, eyes like cold iron. “A smile disarmed her? If you meet her again, see if you can use your infamous charm to squirm past her guard. Whatever it takes to turn her into a double agent or a snitch. I don’t care which.” She set the quill precisely in its silver holder and sat back. “I’ve another job for you.”
“You just gave me another job. Charm Blu.”
“That’s only if it comes up.” She leaned forward, her gray eyes penetrating and cold. “You won’t be the only agent on this one, but I know you work alone, so consider it ongoing until you learn something of value. Find out who Talman is.”
“Talman?”
“I know nothing more than that he was taller than any spy known at the time, and he’s been out of the business for over thirty years.”
“That’s very little to go on.”
“You like a challenge. This one will put you in the King’s debt.”
He pulled his most charming smile onto his face. There was one king it was best to remain anonymous to. The Kenvark king was that one, and he preferred even more not to be in the man’s debt. “Charm Blu, unearth a giant named Talman.” He stood, watching for a chance to read the bullet points. Curonio hadn’t ended the meeting, but for once, he hoped his own dismissal would qualify.
“Did you set our troublemakers back to work before you left Slorbor?” Debriefing still on.
“I did.” 
“Then return there and watch for Blu.” She left her desk and opened the door, and he faced her.
“Usual pay plus bonus since this is ongoing.” He hoped she took the hint.
“Of course.” 
He didn’t move, matching her dry gaze with his. 
“Ah. My apologies.” She stepped back to her desk, opened a drawer, and withdrew a dull leather sack. It jangled in the deliberate shake of her hand as she returned to the exit.
He caught it as she let it drop. Following a nod, he stepped through and crossed the shadowy room, knowing she was watching him. The workers had silenced at her presence, and he exited the next doorway before he heard the solid door shut. 
He’d read three bullet points. Bow. Ash blonde, fair. Green, snarly dragon, Bog.
The description did not capture the spy’s allure.
A slow smile raised his lips as he passed out of the warren’s last corridor and mounted the stairs to fresh air and starlight. He was to charm Tempa Blu. He supposed he’d have to charm her snarly dragon as well. 
A shiver ran down his spine. He should never have described the dragon that way. 
Dragons were rarely snarly, but color and a name could supply valuable information. He’d hoped to provide little more than what she asked for. Next time, no adjectives. A green dragon named Bog would have sufficed. There were plenty of green dragons. And the name couldn’t be a real one.
Back to the enjoyable prospect of charming. The sliver of worry dribbled away. Ishara and he would return to Slorbor in the morning and begin their next mission. He was certain he’d see Miss Tempa again.
Turn Blu into a Kenvark asset or a pleasant diversion.
The worry rippled through him again.
What exactly bothered him about this mission? The girl could take care of herself.
He was playing a dangerous game with Kenvark. He’d fooled himself long enough to fool the chief. Curonio would not stay misled for long, for Tempa Blu was not an easy mark. Her intent eyes had guaranteed it would take more than charm to win her.
Win her for what? A Kenvark double agent? His stride kinked. A mercenary partner?
Not a chance. He and Ishara worked alone. 






  
  Chapter Four
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Tempa


Marshal Tawk had said to wait on the porch for Todo Joklar to return, as if the porch were a grand veranda. It was just large enough for a person to stand in front of the door. Tempa set her hip on the rail and watched the guards practice. Few looked her way or at the old one-room building that hardly showed its age under the fresh paint. The window trim had a brittle look, and the door was not quite square in its casing, but overall, it was quietly imposing, much like the todo. 
The marshal had drilled her from the time she was nine until Todo Joklar deemed her ready for guided missions at seventeen. Tawk’s raspy voice no longer made her jump into action, but her muscles still twitched at each of his bellowed drills. They rang through the training yard. She hoped Joklar would return soon. Bettra kept dropping her sword point, and Tawk liked to use Tempa to galvanize the guard into better form. It only made things worse between them, though it got the result Tawk wanted. Every time.
Years ago, Dad sent Tempa to the guards with the basics already well drilled into her. It had set her apart at once from the other recruits. As if being four years younger than them hadn’t been enough to instill jealousy. Most gave her grudging respect, if not actual friendship, as the years had gone by. Except for Bettra and her brothers. At
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