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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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Dakcodger


Elbows wedged between his body and the chair arms, and his hands clasped in his lap, Dakcodger pretended to dose. He exhaled slowly, soothing his magic into dormancy. He allowed his head to drop and his senses to flare. The dusty, parchment smell of the library eased the last of the change into human form, a sort of clicking relaxation that made his long legs sprawl under the table. 
Every sound, a rustle here, a shuffled foot there, coaxed peace into him. The last click sounded from his second rib. There. He could hold this human form for a few hours, enough to assuage his desire for quiet study. But for now, he would just be. His hearing flowed toward murmurs in a distant corner. Banter. Amusing, but providing nothing of substance. The librarian behind the main counter repaired bindings and sneezed in cat-like puffs. 
Someone returned a book and withdrew another from the same shelf. 
Banal as all the sounds and smells were, another part of Dakcodger eased. Strangers, humans at that, seeped a comfort he hadn’t sought into his spirit. Eyes closed, he tuned toward the careful footsteps which followed a path between ceiling high bookcases, a labyrinth of delicious knowledge. Closer, the light tread approached. The rustle of a skirt, a scuff of a leather-soled slipper. He cocked his head, drawing the pieces together. A woman of slight form. 
He raised his eyelids enough to watch her pass. Long, delicate brunette locks escaped a casual bun. Not fetching or questionably disheveled. A simple coif, on the edge of utilitarian. She read as she walked, like a somnambulist, skirting chairs and tables memorized by long practice.
Simple dress but high quality rich brown velvet. Librarian? She stopped at a long, empty table and sat, her gaze yet to leave the page. Even as she lowered into the chair, she turned a page, her gaze catching the last words at the bottom before it rose, just as her rump met the seat. 
He closed his eyes. What was she reading that held her attention so thoroughly? A chuckle rumbled in his throat. Much must hold her attention to make her travel through the tables as if led by engrained habit.
Someone near her stacked books. He narrowed his hearing, inhaled for more details. They had to be seated close to her, but he didn’t catch a second human flavor. A peek made him snort, and her gaze darted his way.
She’d been stacking the books. Reading, sorting by feel. He felt her perusal. What did she see? A man, gangly limbed, sprawled in his seat, legs crossed at the ankles, fingers woven in his lap. Did she believe him sleeping off an excess of liquor in the only quiet place he could afford? He’d yet to determine the proper cut and shape of a human head of hair. He’d left his mishmash of bland dark blond to its own devices. Yes, a drunk to her eyes, still mussed in his cups after a long night.
She sniffed. For an instant, he thought she might be a dragon like himself, in human form seeking printed information. But it was not a sniff instigated by perception, but a sign of disdain. 
He wasn’t surprised. As far as he knew, he was the only dragon capable of taking human shape. Opening one eye, he confirmed she had returned to reading. 
Aw, well, he should go about his amusement at gathering knowledge. Enough of inspecting the company he kept in Shlognar’s royal library. He drew his long legs from under the table and stood.
Where should he begin? Geography? Ornithology? Tenth century poetry. Hmm. Poetry snagged his attention. Words: sound and rhythm. Scansion and metonymy. 
Orange ornaments hung like suns, 
Blinding, burning, baking the cold from his bones,
Branding him with hope under the hesitation of longing.
Yes, poetry tickled his attention this morning.
He skidded the chair back and stood. The lady reading, too immersed to notice, placed the last book on her stack. A masterpiece of largest to smallest, reaching the height of her shoulder.
He grinned. The woman hadn’t noticed that she pinned a loose lock between the bindings of two books. He pushed in his chair, deliberately making the feet squeal.
Her squinting eyes impaled him with an intensity that, had he not been a dragon, would have snapped an apology from him before he choked on laughter. She winced and slowly drew her hair from its imprisonment.
He lowered his chin until his eyes stared under his brows, as unkempt as his head of hair, acknowledging his rudeness. With careful attention to the muscles activating his mouth, he quirked his lips on one side and observed her reaction.
His lack of apology did the trick.
She stood, slammed her book shut and scooped up the perfect tower of diminishing book sizes and strode to the front desk of the library.
A dragon female would have wrestled him to the ground. He’d already be avoiding fangs snapping at his jugular. Human women were not as playful as dragon females.  
Maybe tomorrow he’d draw a caustic reprimand from her.
No, not tomorrow. Next week, if enough magic filled him, then he’d return and fill his senses with the dowdy librarian. He stalked toward the section of early poetry masters. She wore brown velvet and—he sniffed the air—the scent of sauberberries among seeding clackers in late fall. He sniffed again. With a hint of the acidic and nut—two flavors. Ah, ink and binding glue.
Common, but he let his gaze wander toward the counter, intriguing all the same.
Dakcodger slid a finger down a leather spine, then trailed it along the edge of the shelf, stopping at a dyed-red binding. His peripheral vision promised isolation between the two rows of bookcases. He sniffed, his head dipping sideways with pleasure and investigation. Her scent draped the volume.
What had she read? The book tipped out from the others and into his hands. He confirmed he was unobserved and sniffed the pages. Sauberberry and clacker pod.
He pressed his nose to the fluttering pages. Right about here. He stopped the flutter.
She had read but a single leaf.
Like to a lonely dragon,
The man strolled under empty skies.
Abandoned in his loss, accepting of his plight.
She filled the void in his eye,
The abyss where he slept in his solitude.
Suspended.
Separate.
Silent.
Awakened.
He snorted. If anyone was walking in her sleep, it was she. The woman needed excitement if this was her normal fair. He could follow her trail through the library, sniff out her preferred texts. Learn her through the written word.
He had not come here seeking a human woman but human knowledge.
He shoved the book into its empty spot and trudged down the aisle. 
His head snapped right. Another wisp of her, tantalizing among the scents of the oiled leather, dust, and fat-thickened vellum.
His hand drifted toward a dull black volume. He jerked it back.
Knowledge! Lids drooping, his walk like a dragon stalking, he crossed the separating path between rows of bookcases. A human scholar looked up from his search on a bottom shelf, his legs folded beneath him, and stared at Dakcodger.
Dakcodger’s back straightened, neck aligning and bringing his head up from its forward cast. With the touch to his temple, he greeted the man and strode past. 
He might have to practice posture if he had any hope of not being pegged as an odd one.
Dragon turned human, temporarily of course, was odd. Purpose: to glean ideas, understanding, reason. Odd, again. A dragon needed to but share a memory if he lacked facts.
But this dragon, he grumbled. This lone dragon wanted more. 
Whatever it was he wanted was in this library. Must be in this library.
Must, must, must. He stepped with each repeated word, foot landing hard on the worn wood boards. 
Section: Dragon Lore. For the love of the egg! If he packed any more inaccurate dragon lore into his head, he’d have to curl up and sleep for a decade.
His magic ebbed a warning. Agitation was his enemy. 
He slowed his pace to a shamble and trudged to the exit. He had just enough time to make it to the glade before he changed.

      [image: image-placeholder]The breeze ruffled the grasses, an invisible breath that ran the entire length of the lowland glade. Dakcodger watched it repeat with lazy dragon eyes. Hunger picked at his sullen slump, and he burped, wrinkling his snout at the bitter odor. There was an allotment a short flight away. He could smell healthy beef free for the taking, and the faint sweet and sour of sauberberries in season. Every city supplied an occasional meal to the local and visiting dragons as per The Bargain, but it was not for unrestricted use. With plenty of open country, he should hunt.
The allotment offered less of a drain on his magic.
Clackers to the north snapped an infrequent rhythm of late-to-fall seed pods.
He prowled through the grasses and talked himself into flight: a leap and unfurling, two surging flaps, and he soared. His snout pointed the way, the scent like a finger stuck in his left nostril tugging him. 
The right nostril flared! Sauberberries and clackers. What about that woman snagged his senses that even the plants’ fragrance was enough to imbue the world with her?
Ten seconds observing her read and build a tower of books, and here he was drawn as if for a meal of delicious red meat.
If only it was some ancient craving for human flesh. That he could crush, reason into submission. Was he so in the dumps a dull librarian of dubious distinction drummed a fixation into him? 
Alliteration!
Was he some dragon in early maturation, unable to curb his lust?
But it wasn’t lust.
Something about her appealed.
Was the humanness of his change a flaw in his plan to invest time in research? Did becoming human undermine the beast he was? Bah! It was an illusion of appearance only. Beneath was raw dragon, five hundred years of instilled nature. 
Five hours in the Shlognar royal library should not have rewritten his instincts.
But this wasn’t instinct. He’d not fool himself.
It was … longing.
His stomach rumbled. A sigh turned his head toward the allotment coasting away behind him. Instinct tapped him, and the shake of his head—a very human gesture—forced his flight into weaving drifts.
He stiffened his neck and dove on the first abandoned cow cudding away in pseudo-peace. 
He was especially ferocious with his attack. Snatching the cow by its middle and crunching. The rear and forelegs dropped to the ground. A quick twist and he scooped them up before the grasses had time to bend under their weight.
The small herd stampeded toward the barrier and turned in on itself. The second cow went down gentler, plucked like a daisy from the edge of the milling collective.
Hunger assuaged, his other appetite gained energy.
It would take more than a week to generate enough magic to turn human again, and that would last less than an hour. Maybe twenty minutes spent on actual research.
If he could avoid the librarian.
If he would avoid the librarian.
A two-week delay would promise three hours, maybe four, if he was particularly restful. 
Plenty of time to forget what the aroma of sauberberries and clacker pods reminded him of.






  
  Chapter Two
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Ruth


The creak of the floor put the maid almost at her bedside. Ruth could feel Milya’s stare, so she kept her breathing slow and shallow. Her personal maid, an older woman and a hand-me-down from her eldest sister, would leave if she thought Ruth hadn’t awakened yet.  
With her back to Milya’s scrutiny, she didn’t have to hold her mouth open and allow drool to gather on her pillow. Davine thought the wily woman was too quiet, but Ruth liked her just fine. And quiet had yet to be a problem.
Except in the morning.
Maybe she could steal another ten minutes’ sleep, but it would take five minutes just to convince herself Milya wasn’t there studying her.
“What time is it, Milya?”
“Dressing time.” The woman’s skirt rustled as she backed up and, probably, stood by the dressing room door, poised to bring out a sampling of items Ruth had no interest in picking from. “You’ll not be joining your sisters for breakfast?”
Milya’s soft step retreated into the dressing room.
As if Ruth would attend a breakfast with that crew willy nilly when she avoided them en masse. Well, except for Jarro, but he was an exception. Once a week was all she would suffer with the others, and she’d already sacrificed herself at the start of the week. Best to get uncomfortable things done early. Ruth plumped her pillow and wiggled her cheek into its fluff. “No.”
A hanger scraped aside. Milya was playing dress-Ruth-for-something-important today.
“Or witnessing the monthly state of the realm meeting?”
“Uh uh.”
Scrape, scrape.
Ruth rolled her eyes. 
“The library?”
“All day long, Milya.”
An audible sigh, pretending not to be heard, issued from the closet, and Ruth rolled onto her back, but squeezed her eyes closed.
“Gray mouse or brown mouse?”
Milya was in a mood. Mother must have demanded greater effort in getting Ruth to attend family or business activities this week. The library was family business. “Gray mouse. I was brown yesterday.”
She heard dresses rise off the rack. “Blue gray or true gray.” 
Ruth turned her head and eyed the two dresses on display in the doorway, only Milya’s hands visible gripping their hangers.
Huh, there were two different grays to choose from. “I’ll be adventurous today. Blue gray.”
“Are you quite sure? I don’t want you running back and demanding a change when I’m hip deep in bed sheets and dusting.”
She flung off the covers and set her feet on the plush rug by her bed. “It is my understanding I’m allowed to be the demanding one of the two of us. Did I miss a memo from mother instituting a different approach to maid use?” Memo? Mother wouldn’t waste time writing a memo. She’d come and issue the order herself. Besides, Milya and she had an agreement. Milya could annoy her all she wanted just as long as, in the end, Ruth was in the library most days of the week.
The dresses disappeared. The blue-gray gown would return, and the game would resume regarding jewelry and footwear. 
“Milya, pick out plain jewelry and shoes for me.” She pulled her nightgown over her head and strode to the dressing room.
Forty minutes later, a clip held her hair out of her eyes so she could read while she worked in the library. “Thank you, Milya. You are free to straighten the sheets and dust the mantle.”
A knock sounded from the door in her sitting room. 
Milya turned and put away the extra clips and brushes she had used, tipped the mirror on the vanity flat. When her hand rose to move each hanger a specific distance apart, Ruth gazed at the ceiling and counted to ten.
“Let me get that. You’re busy.” Ruth smoothed her skirt and glided out of the room. Who could be at her door at this hour? Mother, no. Too soon to berate her for missing the address. Davine? Hmm, maybe. Before she reached the door, it opened, and her brother Jarro leaned in. 
Same brown eyes; same brown hair, just a few inches shorter than her own; more muscle; more height; and his mouth scrunched up in apology. He was two minutes older than her, the closest in age of her siblings, and her favorite. “Hey Fourbyfour, the posse is on the way.” His gaze ran down her choice of gown, and he shook his head. “I can hold them off long enough for you to dress.”
“And if I don’t want to change?” Please, please, let this be a prank.
“They’ll show up, and you’ll have five people shoving dresses at you and watching Milya deck you in the one they chose by a vote you didn’t get to voice an opinion on.”
“Breakfast or state of the realm?”
“The state.”
“But I haven’t had breakfast.”
“But I came to warn you.” He shoved the palms of his hands at her. “Git, git. Get into clothes that will make our parents proud and our siblings annoyed.” He wore a black outfit with a dusting of stars atop the shoulders and hemline of the jerkin, the same dusting along the cuffs of his tunic’s sleeves. He’d pass for a prince if it weren’t for his disheveled, inconsistent waves that flipped up where they swept his shoulders. Bruises on his knuckles guaranteed he attended early morning boxing, which meant something bothered Jarro, but she’d wheedle that out of him later.
Huffing, she yelled as she marched back to her dressing room, “Milya! Plan two.”
When she passed over the dressing room threshold, Milya was already lifting a burgundy satin dress from the row. Petticoats followed.
Ruth removed her simple earrings and set them on the vanity. 
Milya unbuttoned Ruth’s dress and peeled it off her shoulders and down to the floor just as Ruth raised a foot and stepped out of it. 
Another knock at her chambers surprised her. “I’ll get it,” Jarro said. A moment later, she heard him kick the door shut.
“Can’t see a thing,” Jarro said in the doorway. One hand covered his eyes, and the other held out a dome-covered plate. “I had some breakfast delivered.”
Ruth beamed and eyed the bureau next to the door. “Raise the plate. Stop. Turn ninety degrees right. Now lower it.” 
He followed her orders precisely. When the plate met the dresser top, he lifted the lid and set it aside. “I’ll slow them down.” The aroma of egg-fried toast filled the room, and he backed out.
She yelled after him as Milya lifted the burgundy dress over her head. “There’s a reason you’re my favorite of them all.”
“Davine would have brought an egg omelet filled with onions and a filet of salted fish.”
“Exactly.” She hated onions and salted fish.
“See you in ten.” The door clicked shut.
Fingertip napkins on, she grabbed a slice. While she crunched the toast between her teeth, Milya made her passably presentable.

      [image: image-placeholder]Jarro joined her at the doors to the public forum. “Burgundy. The subtle power color. Are you planning a coup, Fourbyfour?”
“Yes, and I’ll rule from the librarian’s desk.” She grinned at him and took in the other attendees, many still arriving. Self-control kept her from yanking at the hair pin scratching her scalp. She nodded at a familiar face among the passing nobles.
The royal platform spanned the width of the great hall. Far more seats than usual filled it, and along with the king and queen of Shlognar, several lords and ladies, their children, and relatives filled the rows of seating. 
Jarro tapped her shoulder, his grin telling her to take whatever awaited them in stride. He said, “Laws listed in the card catalog.”
“Sorted by topic, ruler, and approval rating.” She could do this.
“Approval rating? Sedition it is.” He cupped her elbow and guided her down the aisle and up the stairs to the seats behind their siblings. Youngest son, youngest daughter: there were a few perks they enjoyed.
At least they weren’t down among the jostling crowd. Davine, Cora, Nalia, Sildar, and Zodar sat in front of them. On the other side of the aisle, the high nobles watched with superior noses raised.
Mother nodded at her. She’d chosen the crown that had the least brilliance of her collection. Highlighting their economic diligence or refuting their expenses? A ploy lay behind every action Mother took. 
“Ready?” Jarro leaned his shoulder against hers.
She giggled. When they were children and required to attend boring gatherings, they would brace each other so neither fell out of their chairs when they napped. She stuck her lower lip out and sighed.
Already the preliminary statements were beginning. 
“No? Then this will have to do.” He pulled out a small slate and handed her a piece of chalk. He wrote the first line. 
The frog belched.
Ruth chewed her lip and considered where the frog was and what dastardly thing could befall him.
A frill bedecked arm reached between them and plucked the slate away. Both turned to see mother’s secret weapon staring sternly down at them. Aunt Bunny took her role seriously. Too seriously, considering Davine was twenty-eight, and the youngest, the quadruplets, twenty-three. But Aunt Bunny didn’t bother with Davine and the others; she stood behind Ruth and Jarro, the youngest of the youngest. Her wrinkled hand tipped palm up, her gaze lacking any warmth or sympathy.
They dropped their chalk into her palm, and she caught them, following the clench of her fist with a stiff sniff. Had she thought they would throw it at someone? Jarro might have thrown his but only at the back of Sildar’s head.
Jarro faced forward and muttered, “Auntie Bunion strikes again.” 
“Shh.” Ruth folded her hands in her lap and plastered a serene expression on her face. It couldn’t last over two hours. She could endure that in her sleep. But they weren’t allowed to sleep. 
More audience filed in, the lesser nobles and the wealthy merchants taking up the lower floor. How important was this state of the realm? 
Jarro slumped in his seat, crossed his ankles, and rested his head on the chair back. His hair stuck up behind him, and she resisted smoothing it, reaching instead to wiggle that annoying hairpin. 
After winking at her and blowing a kiss to Aunt Bunny, Jarro closed his eyes. 
And that was why he was her favorite sibling. His snores were famous and alarming in their staccato snort, snort, snort. In two minutes, the entertainment would begin. With any luck, they would be quietly removed from the forum.
She elbowed him between snorts, which made him inhale with a rumble, but did not reduce their volume. Nothing short of a slap on the face, which Sildar would not do in public, could wake her youngest brother from mock sleep. She counted to ten before she elbowed him again.
Mother’s piercing blue-eyed gaze snapped their way, but it was hard to cast an effective reprimand when Nalia and Sildar framed the glare, and their shoulders blocked the furious straight line of her lips. It missed Jarro altogether.
She whispered, “Tone it down just a hair.”
His snorts dropped in volume but increased in length, making them more annoying, but less attended to by anyone outside of the assembled group on the platform.
Sildar glared over his shoulder. Davine’s back stiffened, no doubt her eyes dazzling in their fury.
She’d give Mother ten minutes. Burgundy dress and snorts, subtle power indeed.
Father would be so proud. He’d yet to incline his head their way and was probably wondering how he might join in and get thrown out with them.
It took the full ten minutes, then a page appeared at her side and handed an official-looking note, embossed edges and the seal of the realm. Auntie Bunion had already retreated. Mother must have planned ahead. Ruth resisted checking to see if Mother was watching and broke the seal. 
Why am I not surprised? Well, you two will be, so don’t look for sympathy here. Get out and make it look important. And appropriate, or I’ll lock you both in the tower until one of you becomes the ruler of the realm.
She poked Jarro hard in the ribs. He sat up at once and rubbed his side. “Follow my lead.” She spoke gibberish into his ear. “Flipper, flapper, oh no, fake it till you splat.”
His face grimaced, and he rose unsteadily to his feet. 
She would have rolled her eyes if his antics hadn’t drawn everyone’s attention. Poise in place, walk smooth and graceful, she exited the forum via the side stage. Jarro strode beside her and pretended to discuss a strategy to deal with the emergency that had pulled them from the national summation. 
He even looked over his shoulder and nodded at Mother as if he had everything in hand and she had nothing to worry about.
Ruth handed him the note when they reached the corner of the carpeted hall.
“Ha.” He read the rest, his head cocking. “But we’ll never rule Shlognar.”
She shook her head. No, they wouldn’t. On the wall beside them hung a picture of a long-dead king. She should know his name, probably had read something he’d written, but at the moment she couldn’t recall him. “What screw do you think she is going to turn?”
He shrugged. “Can’t have anything to do with us.”
She shook the note at him. “This says it does.”
“No.” He grabbed the note from her. “This says she has already set her punishment in motion, which means even if we had stayed and not gotten her to remove us, it would have befallen us, anyway.”
She hustled him away from the view of the doors and the guards standing there. Whispering louder than she intended, she said, “She knew we would make her kick us out.”
“Isn’t it nice knowing our mother understands our needs so well?”
Ruth frowned at the note. She didn’t need punishment. 
“Do you have a stub?”
She reached into a hidden pocket and pulled out a square point of graphite almost invisible beyond its wrapping.
Jarro wrote carefully below Mother’s message and warmed the seal with his thumb. When it held the fold together, he sauntered back to the doors and handed it off to the doorman, telling him to deliver it to Father.
“He won’t leave the forum.” Father would never abandon Mother. Ruth pulled the offending hairpin from her head and rubbed. She needed to change her clothes. There was no need to remind the library staff who she was.
“But he has an excuse if he wants one.”
Ruth grabbed Jarro’s arm and tugged him around the corner and down the hall. “You wanted him to know Mother is up to something.”
“He might be able to stop it.”
But would he? Their parents talked through plans that affected their children. Father would have interfered already, and he hadn’t interceded for them since they reached majority age. “He won’t. We’re all grown up, Jarro.”
He handed her the stub. “I’d forgotten that.”
They both had. Acting childishly would not convince Mother to leave them to their own plans. If anything, they had just confirmed that Mother had to do something with them. 
Jarro’s mouth turned down. “They shouldn’t have seated us together. We only get into mischief when we’re paired up.”
“Yes, let’s blame it on Mother and her cohorts.”
“I bet Sildar suggested it. He’s tricky.”
“We can only hope it was him. If she asked her advisors, we’re sunk.” What if Mother had rescinded her approval of Ruth’s work in the library?
“Then let’s make the most of our last bit of freedom.” Jarro stopped her with a hand to her wrist. “I’m going into the city. Want to join me?” 
The bustle of people, the smell, the curious looks. No. “I’m going to the library.”
“You always go to the library.”
“So, I must like it.”
Jarro stared at her. “She might be right. We’re not making the most of our positions in society.”
“I’m still going to the library. What I do there is important; society gains from it.”
“Why not go to the city library? You can improve the populace more directly there. How many of the common folk visit the royal library? Very, very few.”
“And what wonderful society-enhancing act are you going to perform in the market square?”
“I didn’t claim I was bettering society. You did.”
“Off you go, troublemaker.”
He bowed deeply. “Go shelve a few books, Fourbyfour.”
She had more than shelving planned today, but she waved her hand at him and headed for her chambers. If she started an important change in the archives, Mother would be less likely to interfere, but she needed to clothe herself in something drab, something blue-gray.

      [image: image-placeholder]Ruth rolled the book-laden cart around the end of an immense bookshelf in the census archive. She jerked it to a stop before she rammed a man bent over and perusing the shelf third from the bottom. “Pardon me,” she said and waited.
He waved a hand. “All’s fine.”
Only it wasn’t. He was in the way. 
He wasn’t a small man and took up two-thirds of the aisle. His clothes were low noble, and well-fitting. He was well fitted as well. She rolled her eyes. Attractive or not, if one ignored the disarray of his hair, he was in her way and needed a good brushing. Cocking her head, she revised her opinion of his locks. They were shiny and a pleasant shade of dirty blonde. One might enjoy …. Enough admiring. She had a project to start, and re-shelving logs was not part of it. The fourth daughter in the royal line, she hardly drew attention even from the low nobles.
He took a long inhalation, as if the smell of the dusty census logs pleased his soul. She rather liked the acidic fruity scent overlaying the parchment of the library. But she wouldn’t sniff the volumes of this shelving. Dust and dust mites had settled in for the century.
She might sniff him. Rolling her eyes at her own silliness, she said, “Excuse me. I would like to pass.”
He tipped his head, and much-too-pale brown eyes surveyed her. “I’ll be just a moment.” And that was the end of his interest in her. He leaned closer to the logs, a strong finger tapping each binding just beneath the label designating its year and source location.
She could go down the next aisle and come up the other way. A glance negated that option. The shelving met the walls between tall, frosted windows. Of course, they did. The archives needed every bit of space available.
“I’ll be quick and out of the way before you can tap the next census book.” She caught herself admiring the breadth of his shoulders. How many books could he carry? She watched him slowly stand, as if he wanted her attention for as long as possible.
He leaned on the elaborate vertical supports of the bookcases and planted a hand on his waist. Perfect. His elbow stuck out too far for her to get by.
“What exactly makes census books useful?” His voice had a pleasant growl to it. So deep, she could almost feel it on her skin.
Good gracious. He was serious! “Excuse me?” Who would ask that kind of question? Why would there be bookshelves full of them if they weren’t useful?
He pulled out a ledger and opened it. Before she could react, he was standing next to her and tapping a fingernail at a line of precise writing. “Look at this. It’s just a few facts. There’s no sense of the person at all that is being referenced.”
What a ridiculous statement! There was more than enough information to glean quite a bit about a person. And he was much too close. The scent of ash and earth filled her nostrils, and she thought of campfires. When had she ever sat beside a campfire? She snorted and felt her face blush. Graceful as ever. 
She should move, but she tugged at her ire instead, growling, “We know where he lived, his occupation, his age, how many children he raised. Look here. We even know that he could read and write.”
“But where are his dreams? What about his hardships and successes? There is nothing.” The rumble in his voice drew her attention to his face. He ran a hand through his already tousled locks.
“Hardships.” She forced herself to stare at the dates of the surrounding logs. Her brow arched, and she waved a finger under his nose. “He lived during the Gotty Plague, yet he has five surviving children and a wife. It’s his only marriage. On a shipwright’s income, that’s a hardship. He had his first child when he was eighteen, she seventeen. And look, two years space between each child. I don’t think he lost a single member of his immediate family. That’s success, too. He was inventive, or his wife was. Their children’s names are unique.” Take that, you throaty-voiced obstruction.
The man peered at the names listed below the two adults. “Torly? This is an unusual name?”
“Have you heard of it before?”
He stepped away from the bookcase, taking up even more of the aisle. “It means strong.”
She felt tension settle in her shoulders. He really was too close. “Look at the date of the child’s birth. He was born at the height of the plague. The child needed to be strong, and they named him for that necessity. It must have worked. He’s twelve in this census.”
“And how would this information be useful?”
She was growing to like his voice, a fine tone perfect for an evening of reading together. 
What was wrong with her? Ruth shook her finger at him as if to admonish his lovely voice for distracting her. “We can see trends. For example, is this family representative of the survival rate in this community, or was it rare for so many to survive in one family? We might need that information should another plague occur. Something about their living conditions, the habits of a shipwright, any number of things may have been the reason his family survived. And we haven’t even looked at the information on his wife or tracked down books written about that part of the city.”
“Hmm.” He eyed her and the book, his head tipping sharply back and forth. “Would people have the time to do that research during a plague?”
“The research could be a necessity when looking for ways to help the population.” But she didn’t know if such studies were done. She propped a hand on her hip and gripped the handle of the cart. “Research always has a place in society, and if we didn’t keep records like this, we might find ourselves without our best options. It is never beneficial to realize what you need and that you didn’t plan so you would have it.”
His pale brown eyes examined her from simple shoes to her not so neat bun and the dangling lengths that hung by her ears. 
Okay, so maybe she shouldn’t criticize his disheveled locks. However, she had purposely messy hair, all the more to reduce her impression on others. What excuse did he have for the disarray, and perhaps, she’d have to stare rudely to be sure, the unevenness of the cut?
“You provide a good argument. Perhaps this is research you should do or encourage someone to do.” He eyed the wall of books to his left, turned slowly, and gazed at the opposite shelving.
“I’ll think about that, but right now, I have these census books to put away.” She wiggled the cart and pretended to try to get around him.
He smiled, and the sheer delight it expressed transfixed her for a moment. “May I help?”
“Um, maybe.” She preferred to work alone. 
Suddenly, he was focused entirely on her. The intensity of his gaze unsettled her, and she rolled her lip between her teeth.
He reached for the cart, his long fingers curling slowly around the handle. “I could push the cart or use my longer reach to put a census book on a higher shelf or read off the dates while you search for where they belong.”
“I suppose you could.” Something about him intrigued her. Of course, there were reasons for the ladders mounted on every bookcase. Maybe it wouldn’t be unpleasant having some help from an interesting and interested stranger. 
Interested in censuses.
He lifted a log from the loaded cart and checked the date and location. “Eleven seventy-six, volume one, Bailey.”
A librarian persona would keep a proper distance. She draped herself in professionalism. “Okay. That entire shelf on the cart covers the coastal towns of Shlognar. Bailey is a harbor town and the second largest of the ports.”
“Is being the second largest important?” He looked at the book as if trying to decide if he should be impressed by the tattered volume.
“I was just providing you with a bit more information.”
He nodded and considered the book, his gaze narrowing. “Occupations, family size, and education, etc., would be unique to a population living by the sea?”
“Exactly. All the port town censuses are over here.” She squeezed past the cart, pointing out the years and geography designated on plaques mounted on the top rail of the highest bookshelf. After walking past three distinct sections, she stopped. “Here are the port towns, sorted by years.”
Impressed, she watched him lift the entire set of port census books and realized she did not know his name. “I’m Ruth.” She put out her hand.
He juggled the books onto one arm and shook her hand. “Dakcodger.”
“Dak Codger. Funny, you don’t look like an old man.”
“It’s”—he held up his hand—“a family name.”
He didn’t sound that certain. “I’m sorry I teased you, Dak. You probably hear that joke every time you meet someone new.” She tapped the top book on the stack leaning within his curled arm. “I’ll put this one away, and you tell me about the listing on the next one.” She rolled a ladder into position and climbed. After a moment’s perusal, she found its slot and slipped it into place.
“Corby, same year, volume one.” He raised it to her.
She stepped down one ladder rail and reached for it. “Aren’t we a team, but isn’t this pulling you from your work?”
“I came here to learn.”
She pressed the book to her chest. “Just learn. Not anything specific? What were you looking for among the census books?”
“I was just looking.” His expression gave away that he knew she thought that odd. He shrugged. “I’ll happily learn anything and have already from you.”
“I’m glad I could help, Dak.” She shelved the log and reached for the next.
Dak stared at the book, his face growing pensive.
“Is something wrong?”
“Dartmot, same year, the first volume,” he said, the words carrying a matching uncertainty to his expression. He seemed to recover, a small smile lifting his lips. “Whoever was doing the research only worried about the beginning of the year.”
“It’s possible he was researching a specific historical event.”
“Like a plague.”
“Or a hurricane or famine, even a quiet period to get a baseline.”
Dak grabbed the cart handle and took a shaky breath. He set the books back on the cart. “Ruth, I just realized I have a meeting scheduled shortly. Will you excuse me?”
He backed up, his hurried steps not entirely stable. 
“Dak, are you okay?” Ruth climbed down two rungs.
“Just embarrassed to offer my help and then run out on you.” He bowed, his gaze never leaving hers. “I hope we meet again among the books soon.” He turned on his heel and disappeared around the corner of the shelving.
She continued her descent and trotted to the end of the bookshelves. Beyond the librarian’s desk, the doors of the library shuttered closed.
“Huh.”






  
  Chapter Three
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Dakcodger


Dakcodger staggered down the steps of the library. How could he be so foolish? Ignoring his magic levels because he was captivated by a human. The passersby paid him no mind as he wobbled down the stone walkway and toward the main gates of the city. He slapped his hand to the wall of a building and caught his balance. In ten minutes, maybe less, he would return to his dragon form. He grimaced, and he’d startle every human in a city block. But he’d not destroy the library. He could be thankful for that.  
His magic pulsed. He’d never make it to the open land outside the walls.
It had been centuries since humans and dragons had agreed to live amicably together. Finding that a dragon could take on human form, even if Dakcodger was the only one, would change the fabric of their agreement. Or destroy it.
He must hurry.
Buildings, most under four stories, could not offer a high enough perch for him to fly from. Even if he had the strength to climb one. Where else could he go?
The scent of peaches turned him around. The castle grounds! He could hide among the orchards until the sun went down. He hurried toward the main avenue and broke into a lazy run. The more energy he used, the sooner he would change, but if he walked too slowly, he’d never reach the high wall that surrounded the royal gardens in time. 
Humans would be aghast if he were to change, and that was if he crushed no one in the process. Injury to humans came with its own punishment, regardless of if it were caused by magic overwhelm while holding a human form.
He panted as he rushed. Dragons? Normally reasonable beasts, they might find his experiment a questionable endeavor. What reason would a dragon have to be human? He wanted to read their history? Hardly a convincing argument. It ran tantamount to changing into a mouse. What if humans became dragons? A ridiculous notion since they had no magic to play with. Still, the dragon council would find the whole idea disruptive.
Disruptive enough to call for a rending? Torn to ribbons for reading the facts and figures of human life fifty years ago. Almost comical, if it didn’t seem highly plausible. Disturbing human and dragon cohabitation was not a minor infraction.
Mounted guards moseyed down the street, and he slowed, walking with as much of a carefree pace as he could. When they turned the corner, he rushed forward and down a short lane. There was a rarely used alley that dead-ended up against the wall that protected the castle grounds. 
Another block and he tumbled into the empty alley. Straightening his jerkin, he ambled, his hand braced on the rough building wall, less concerned about being seen in the narrow confines of the dim passage. He was going to make it. The magic hissed inside him, but it wasn’t impacting his form yet.
His feet dragged, and he lunged forward, grabbing brick edges protruding from the wall beside him to drive himself along.
His magic drummed sharpness into his vision, another sign the change was looming. A few more lagging steps forward, and he flopped against the gray blocks of the barrier wall with the castle grounds beyond. Climbing it in human form wasn’t a challenge when his shape was well supported by magic, but the weakness between the two forms impaired him. He needed to experiment more on holding this shape in challenging moments.
He rested his back on the barrier wall and faced the alley. Beyond, wheels turned on the cobblestones, and shoppers rang the belled doors of the mercantile across the road. He watched people pass, oblivious to the trapped dragon in the shadowed end. The alley was tighter than he preferred, but if he changed here, he could climb in his proper form. 
His sight flashed in brilliant colors. The change was coming. At the end of the alley, he could see the candy a child dropped and searched for in the muck that lined the carriage road. He blinked in the instant of his transformation, and the buildings dove into him, compressing his ribs so he couldn’t take a breath.
Time to climb. 
Wedged firmly in place, he wiggled and twisted, stuck like a rock broken loose and fallen in a crevice. Frustration dug at his senses, and his scales rose. He breathed slowly within the range the walls allowed, harnessing his anxiety. It was unlikely anyone would enter a narrow passage with neither exit nor doorways into either building. He had time to work his predicament out.
He tried to angle his shoulders without luck, the walls pinching him in place. His shoulder blades rubbed together, and his wings folded uncomfortably at his sides. He should have faced the wall before the change overtook him.
What if a human came down the alley? Opportunity was a motivating force. A trapped dragon could be killed more easily. Or caged. 
Humans were not stupid. If frightened enough, though, they might act without thinking. The Bargain would be challenged. Peace destroyed.
Feet underneath him, he lunged upward. His scales scraped the bricks, but he moved barely a talon’s thickness. The buildings emitted unhappy groans. He stilled. 
Humans didn’t like their buildings strained to the point of creaking, and it drew their attention. Every sound seemed magnified.
Options? His anxiety rose, his scales twitched, and he contemplated what angling the sharp edges out would offer. He could score the bricks enough to give himself room to climb. He should never have let himself become distracted. Along with destroying the library, he could have killed Ruth and other innocents. Now he might bring on gaping humans terrified of their homes being demolished.
He gave into a huff. He was being melodramatic. His senses made the noises louder than they would appear to a human, but he needed to take more care. If he hoped to gain anything from his trips to the library and avoid causing an interspecies war, he’d best keep track of his magic. 
Maybe he should grow up and be a proper dragon among the mountain peaks and give up this fascination with human facts, literature, and history.
He craned his neck toward the top of the wall, getting one eye able to peer over the edge, and confirmed this part of the royal gardens was empty of gardeners and strolling nobles.
Until he escaped the grip of the alley, his choices were limited. Dakcodger twitched his scales, angling them out, their sharp edges cutting into the masonry like talons into fresh boar meat. The buildings stopped creaking, and the cuts were nearly soundless. He lunged upward, his right front foot catching the top edge of the wall. He slid his head up the barrier until his chin rested on the rounded top. Not wanting to mar the building walls more than necessary, he exhaled and narrowed his shoulders. With more room to rise, his scales cut a fraction deeper. So much for reducing the damage. 
He slithered over the wall, the patter of brick chips and mortar sounding like heavy rain. He hadn’t held his breath long, but it was pleasant to inhale. Calm, his scales smoothed, he studied the lay of the land.
Safe inside the castle grounds, he skulked among the trees until he was deep inside the peach orchard, twisting carefully to avoid knocking any down, though several creaked with the press of his hips. He wove his length among the trunks and rested his head on his feet. Peace at last.
A vision of the woman in the library played behind his eyelids.
Ruth. Not a hard name to remember. He could learn much about humans from her. If he could stay in the form for longer than a couple of hours. When nightfall came, he’d find a cave to laze in for a couple of weeks and mull over ideas that would give him more time and use less magic. 
He couldn’t very well visit the library every two weeks, living like a bed-ridden dragon. Did she think him rude for leaving so abruptly?
Who would have thought he’d find a human so intriguing? The peach fragrance was lovely, but not as nice as the combinations that made up Ruth’s delightful aroma. Sauberberry, ink, and wheat glue. The strange presence of clacker pods. Did she hike the barren steeps? He closed his eyes on a vision of her and let his body slump into sleep.

      [image: image-placeholder]Not much had changed since Dakcodger’s last visit. He’d half expected the library to have grown dulled with dust, yet every surface gleamed. The moment he entered the library, he tuned his senses to Ruth. He had barely inhaled when he saw her across the vaulted, cavernous library and its multiple rows of tables. 
Not ambling through the lanes of bookshelves and back wall workrooms, book poised for optimal reading, she sat at a table surrounded by ledgers, remarkably like the census logs he had hoped to help her shelve. Was she researching proactively?
He strolled casually down the center aisle of the enormous library until he stood parallel with her, her unique smell filling his nostrils. Others sat at her table, but they congregated at the end as if she required a wide space around her work. Their voices were soft when they spoke. “Hello, Ruth.”
She planted a finger halfway down the right page and stared at him. “Dak Codger, I thought you might have left the city. That meeting went a long time.” She swallowed and her cheeks flushed brilliantly against the messy array of dangling wisps loosed from her bun.
Had she not wanted him to know she had looked forward to his company? Her tone had carried a note of reprimand.
“Business does not heed the heart.”
Her blush deepened. 
“I mean though I might desire to spend my hours in a library learning all there is,”—he swept a hand to encompass books on the main floor and those housed in the four gallery levels above—“I can’t ignore my job.” He pulled out the chair beside her. “How may I help you today?”
“You’re here to help me?”
He pulled a book off a stack and opened it to the title page. It was a census book. “What are we noting today? Bootmakers, income brackets, or plague recovery again?” He watched her gain her poise.
She looked at the page before her, shifting her finger down a line. “You said you came to learn.”
“You make a fine teacher.”
“I’m not a teacher.” He could see only one side of her face, and she seemed disinterested. Her heart beat too fast for disinterest.
“Not officially.” He caught a page under the tip of his nail and flipped the leaf.
“You’re not a student.” She leaned over her ledger as if drawn to the fact-filled columns.
“Not officially.” He watched the edge of a smile sneak its way across her face. “What’s interesting about this part of the city?”
“I’m experimenting with the idea that drawing conclusions about how populations adapted to difficult times in the past can aid us in planning how we could face similar conditions in the future.”
“And.” He leaned an elbow on the table and propped his chin on his palm. 
Her gaze swung his way and then back to the page. “I’m making a list of events that occurred in a ten-year period. I haven’t decided what I will focus on primarily, but I hope to have a field of topics to work with.”
“It seems like a hard job for a single person to do.”
“I hear I have help.” She smiled shyly, and he nodded with enthusiasm. She could have all the help she wanted. “However, if I can show value in the research, I should have no trouble rounding up scholars to assist in the work.” She lifted a sheet of parchment from a stack and passed it to him. “Do you have a utensil to write with?”
He patted his pockets. “Not this time, but I will come better equipped next week.”
She reached across the table and plucked a twine-wrapped bundle from a round container. “Here.”
He had seen these before but never had to manipulate one yet. He held it awkwardly in his hand.
“Is the tip worn? Unwrap it, Dak.”
He tugged the bit of string at the top from around the square gray point. Hmm, the string protected the mineral until it was needed. Humans were clever creatures.
She slid a sheet toward him. “Copy this down so you have the same list I have of events, their years, and what probable census data would apply. If you find data we should include, tell me, and we’ll make sure it goes on both our lists.”
He nodded. Surreptitiously looking around, he searched for someone using one of the writing points. Dragons rarely wrote, but they were well versed in human communication. Different mediums and implements might be his downfall.
Ruth slid the sheet she had passed toward her and scribbled a couple of phrases beneath an underlined word, then shifted it back to him.
Ah. He fumbled the utensil around in his hand until it rested between the tips of three of his fingers, the gray point forward.
He hoped neatness didn’t count as much as accuracy and copied her notes as best he could. His shoulders hunched as he concentrated on each letter. He stopped for a moment and straightened his posture. It would be best if he didn’t try so hard. Dragon behaviors were too automatic when he concentrated on a task.
According to her list, there had been a flood, one major fire that consumed a quarter of the shops in the area, and two flu epidemics. 
He stretched his legs under the table, kicking the chair across from him. She looked at the chair while he surreptitiously moved his feet away. “What encouraged your interest in the census and its relationship to disastrous events?” He flipped pages with a quick rippling catch of his nails to the year of the flood.
Ruth watched him, one brow rising. “There was an unusual event when my siblings and I were born.”
“What was the event?” He skimmed the page for patterns in the data.
“There was a mass surge in health across the city.”
“Oh?” He paused in his perusal and considered his next question. He enjoyed her soft voice. What might keep her talking? “How was health affected?”
She rolled her chair sideways, and he turned to face her. “There were four of us born, too early and too small. I was the most likely one to make it, but that wasn’t guaranteed. My brothers, though larger than me, were weaker and were not expected to survive the night.”
“And did they?” 
“We all did. Jarro, Sildar, Zodar, and I. You’d never know from looking at us of our inauspicious start in this world.” 
“And the rest of the city?” He eased his head back, aligning it with his spine. Intently gazing at items of interest was a habit of dragons but not something he noted in humans.
“Sudden healings of broken bones, cuts disappearing without scars, illnesses cured overnight.”
A strange tremble washed over him. He steadied himself before asking, “How strange. What year was this?”
“Thirteen twenty-three.”
“A springtime surge.” He fully expected her to correct him. 
Her counter was immediate. “No, it was in the fall.” 
He’d nearly killed himself twenty-three years ago experimenting on turning human, but he’d saved four infants. This human was one of them. He inhaled deeply, seeking any sign of magic still embedded in her. It might not have been intentional, but he was thankful for the results of his failure to become human. It saved Ruth.
Maybe the tiniest of whiffs. It would take a knowing dragon to pick it up. How many dragons had flown over the city that year and marveled at the magical sign lingering? Perhaps the populace had absorbed every drop. He would hold with that belief, as dragons would still speak of the phenomenon if it had been noted.
“Your recovery must have been slow.” He listened with interest. He’d unintentionally affected this society. His own near death had sidetracked him, and he’d never checked on the repercussions of his burst of magic.
“Almost immediate. I’m told by morning, the boys were sturdy enough to nurse and screaming like the world was ending.” She leaned toward him. “But strange as that was, and welcomed, it was the sudden healing of the entire population of Pries that amazed everyone. I am tempted to research that year. Maybe there is a reason for the event, but no scholar has ever found it. It’s all documented, and the data has been examined thoroughly, so I haven’t any new insight to offer.”
One dragon attempting to turn human: the missing piece of data. He watched her add notes to her research. The reason behind her survival would always elude her. His presence among the hills on the day of her birth would not be confirmed by any listing in the census or other human records. Dragons died with their history if not shared with another dragon, and he had not shared his activities.
He bent over the book he’d taken from the stack and noted that the date followed the year of the flood. He had correlations to make if he wanted to be useful.
The time passed companionably. Ruth’s stack was a book or two shorter when she stretched her arms over her head. “I think it’s time for a break.” 
He straightened his legs under the table, bumping the chair on the opposite side yet again. His gaze rose to the tall windows now cast in shadow, the lamps lit along the ends of all the bookcases and between window casings. 
“I believe we have traveled in time, old man.” She giggled. “I’ve been wanting to call you that since we met and exchanged names.”
He was ancient by human standards. “Call me whatever you like.” His stomach growled. “It is evening already. We’ve missed lunch but made some headway.” He counted the volumes. “Only fourteen books remaining.”
“Of the original sixteen I stacked and placed here this morning.”
He’d been away for two weeks. Had she accomplished so little for missing him? “When did you start your research?”
“Today. Between family interruptions, my limited time in the library, and deciding what region, time, and events to examine, the process has been slow.”
He was a self-centered bore. She probably had not thought of him at all until he showed up again. “Then I must continue to assist you. I can return next week and spend a day adding to your data.” He stood, pushing the chair in as he stepped away. “My business limits my free time, but I will gladly give what I accumulate to you.”
“Why? We’ve barely spoken these several hours. What could have entertained you?”
“The atmosphere, the focused thought, and knowing I have someone to talk to when the need arises, is all I require.”
“You require awfully little then.”
“I am an old man, as you pointed out.”
“Your surname says old man. You are not.” 
The color rose in her cheeks again, and he grinned, leaning over the table end, his hands flat on the polished wood. “Ruth, I may be old or not, but you are a delightful young woman. I will return next week to add to your data because it entertains me.”
She played with the end of a loose lock, then yanked her hand away. After squaring the ledger in front of her with the edge of the table, she said, “If it makes you happy, I’ll have a stack of books waiting for you.”
“I think the flood will be a useful event to center your research on. I noted the following year showed an increase in carpentry, glazing, and other trade apprentices. A probable direct response to the destruction caused by the rising water.”
She tipped her head. Considering his suggestion? “There was also a drop in population from the previous year. Probably due to the high death rate of those living along the riverbanks.” She looked sad, as if the deaths pained her. Ruth was a sensitive woman. Would she note his loss with as much sympathy if he disappeared?
“How did that affect rebuilding along the banks?” His stomach growled again.
“All questions we will have to consider when next we
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