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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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Kimble


The transition to the packed dirt road threading through the mountain hills from the gate road of Larpa set Kimble’s heart racing as it always did when the prospect of flying caused tension to build in his shoulders and hips. After two years as a dragon, he’d yet to grow weary of having the world rush beneath him. 
A second prospect harried him with anticipation. The woman with her flock of sheep he’d seen upon the high plains intrigued him. He chuckled, enjoying the rumble in his chest. All human women intrigued him. That had not faded with his transformation from man to dragon. If anything, it had grown stronger, an intriguing feature of his dragoness. 
He gathered his limbs beneath him and vaulted into the sky, his wings unfolding and stiffening as the lift of rising air caught them. Oh, how he loved to fly.
The hills were ahead, and he arrowed toward a specific high pasture. 
Human women liked him, too. He was a flirt, and they found a flirty dragon intriguing. This woman was different. She’d shaken her staff at him, making it clear he wasn’t welcome, and all he had done was fly overhead. He’d stared back at her, even as his flight had propelled him forward, leaving her in the distance behind. The staff never dropped in his sharp vision. Was she still holding it out toward him, even after he’d flown out of sight and dropped into Larpa to deliver Queen Honoria’s message to the rulers? His visit lasted over two hours. That was a long time to hold a staff aloft. He’d check on her.
The rocky meadow was coming up. Eagerness replaced his enjoyment of cruising the skies over Larpa. 
The vision of her standing tall, one knee bent to accommodate the angle of rock she stood upon, sent intense tingles along each taut tendon of his wings. He was welcome everywhere, but not on her sheep-covered hill. He took a wide turn, intending to approach her meadow from behind.
Kimble hadn’t told Rasmuth, nor anyone else, about his interest in human women, though he suspected the queen of High Cadore guessed. She hadn’t questioned him yet, but it was only a matter of time. No mystery went unexamined where Shennon was concerned. She may have married a king, but it didn’t dampen her love for ferreting out a mystery.
He’d much rather think about what Shennon had to say about it than Rasmuth. The black dragon lost his patience whenever Kimble referred to his relationships with the rulers of High Cadore. As his dragon sire, Rasmuth had little interest in any humans, though he dabbled in human politics routinely. Kimble suspected it was simply because he enjoyed triggering conflicts between kingdoms.
Kimble appreciated the connections to his old life. He might be a dragon now, but he hadn’t forgotten his years as a guard to the Dragon King of High Cadore. Sometimes, he even missed those days. Well, he missed the days of young women arriving to face the question, not that he had been anything but circumspect when guiding the question girls to the door of the Dragon King’s keep. He had loved chatting with them, their nervousness about the audience with the Dragon King giving them the appearance of fidgeting birds. His gentle flirting would ease their fears.
With the air caressing the stiff veining of his wings, he curled his toes as the ground beneath him rolled along, rising to the high meadow. He banked upward, keeping his distance from the ground at a consistent height, low enough to keep the sheepherder from seeing him approach, but high enough to convince her he was not on the hunt if she saw him.
She was sitting on the same rock from which she had challenged him earlier. Sheep dotted the rise of the meadow like baby clouds sent to ground. A bell tinkled in the distance. Two shaggy herding dogs, both panting and alert, rested at the woman’s feet. The staff lay in the high grasses out of reach. 
Kimble debated landing and introducing himself. He dipped a wing and sheared off to the left, taking the turn nearly silently. One dog, its white shaggy fur dangling over its black eyes, looked over its shoulder and watched him rise, but the woman took no notice. She rested her chin on a fist and stared at her feet, perhaps lost in thought. The grasses behind her rippled, and her skirt lifted an edge.
A new game entered his mind. How close could he get and each time send a bit more draft to ruffle her skirts? Honoria thought him a terrible tease. He shot straight up while considering his options. Her hair was much blonder than Honoria’s honey tresses, her skin paler. Long and straight, the flaxen locks hung to her waist. Maybe he’d just aim for fluttering those locks. The chances that she would be as friendly as the Queen of Shalla were small, considering she shook her staff at him. She might not be amused with his antics.
But he would find it quite amusing. Kimble set himself up for a low run right over the top of her. His dive hadn’t covered a dragon length when he saw the wolves.
They crouched, slinking through the grasses, their gazes fastened on two lambs scampering after their mother. 
The woman still sat, chin on her fist, the dogs at her feet now standing, their attention focused on Kimble. 
Silly dogs. Watch the sheep. 
He altered his flight and targeted the wolves. The curve of the meadow gave them cover beneath the shifting grasses, but his sharp vision outlined their every move. He angled his dive to skim the tips of the waving greensward.
The woman ducked, and he caught a peripheral view of her hair more than fluttering in the air his wings disturbed. The dogs barked and chased him.
Sheep ran in every direction. At the edge of the flock, the two lambs dropped to the ground, their mother standing over the top of them.
Kimble grabbed both wolves and pitched them, sending them tumbling through the air. They yelped and howled, rolling when they hit the ground. Both slowed to a stop, their legs spread, shook their heads, and ran. He pulled up, banking around, and then swooped back toward the woman, now yelling orders to the dogs who were rounding up the flustered sheep. 
Downhill from her rock, Kimble landed and gave her his friendliest tooth-filled grin.
She had the staff in hand and pointed its sharp tip at him. “Off with you. We don’t supply snacks for snakes.” 
Kimble eyed the ground on either side of him. Not a snake in sight. He narrowed his eyes and tipped his head, giving her his best confused look. “That would require you to carry small critters in your pockets. You don’t look the sort, and you don’t smell like mice.” He smelled fear. Was it him or snakes that made her tremble? Mice perhaps.
“What?” She pressed her tangled hair away from her face. “You can’t have any of our sheep.” Her eyes stared at him pointedly. “You didn’t gulp any, did you?”
“I was busy tossing wolves.” He glanced at the bleating sheep. “Do I get one for helping?”
“Helping! You scattered them! It will be hours before the dogs track down the strays.” She shook her staff and stamped down the hillock. “Get out of here, you over-grown snake.”
“Dragon, miss, I’m a dragon. Didn’t you see me fly? And look, I’ve legs and talons.” He demonstrated the usefulness of his claws, running them through the grass and leaving deep cuts. Something darted across the damage he’d done. “Oh, look, a mouse. Do you want it for your snakes? I could probably catch it.” Using two talons, their tips close to touching, he tracked the mouse as it dodged over the cuts and into the tall grasses.
She backed away, her shaking intensifying. Scared of mice or him, he still wasn’t certain. Whichever it was, it was a deep-seated fear.
“Are you well?” He gave up on catching the mouse. He didn’t want to catch it, anyway. When he ate deer, he closed his eyes. Mice were tinier but equally disconcerting. Being a dragon had forced him to change his eating habits. He was still working on his appreciation for raw meat. It tasted lovely but looked gruesome. 
Though she wobbled when he neared her, she seemed steady enough on her feet. He inhaled deeply, more certain he was the source of her terror and impressed at her self-control in the face of that fear. Afraid of dragons, are you? Odd for someone who lives in Larpa. 
“I’m fine. Go.” Her hands shook as she waved them at him, shooing him as if he were an annoying fly.
He was neither a fly nor a snake. Really, this woman was unlike any he’d met since becoming a dragon. He wasn’t sure he liked her. “I could help gather your sheep. Those wolves won’t run far.”
“There weren’t any wolves.”
Kimble sat with a resounding thump, his head jerking back. Did she just insinuate he was a liar? 
She sidled past him, yelling more orders to the dogs and not taking her eyes off Kimble, the staff held between them. 
He didn’t shift his gaze, either, following her descent from the hillock, and debating grabbing the staff just to show her she was not a match for a dragon. That would be rude and was not how he treated women. He liked women, just maybe not this one. It could be the fear that made her ornery.
Stretching his wings out, he took to the sky. Maybe he’d look about for any sheep that had run too far for the dogs to round up. After one glide around the meadow, he found two dangerously close to a cliff. It wasn’t a high cliff, but the fall would be enough to break a leg or two. He glanced back at the woman trekking after the sheep and her two lambs. The dogs were on the other side of the meadow, driving the rest of the flock back to the center.
After assuring himself she wouldn’t see him dive on the sheep, he tipped his wings and pulled them close to his sides. This was almost as fun as riding the thermals up a mountain. The sheep didn’t even know he was upon them when he clutched each in a foot and rose. He dropped them down behind the woman and banked as sharply as he could, nearly knocking her to the ground with the buffeting wind. He refused to glance back. If she realized the sheep behind her were there because of him, well good. And if not, he’d done the right thing, anyway. 
Snake, indeed. He took to the air and flew down the slopes of Far Point Mountain.
Human women liked him. He made them laugh, and none of them minded his flirting. With a swing of his tail and tucking his wing, he spun about, then with a powerful stroke of both wings rocketed straight up until the land below was a lumpy checkerboard of stone and meadow. Leveling out, he aimed for home.
Few women took him seriously, either. And that was an issue. After two years as a dragon, one problem had become impossible to overlook. Though he’d assigned himself guardian to High Cadore, Shalla, and Welsel, it hadn’t enlarged his presence with humans or dragons. As the human guard to the Dragon King, he’d rarely left his post. Sure, he met lots of question girls, but they rarely stayed longer than a day or two. Then back to their home kingdoms or townships they went. There was Lark, but they hadn’t been serious about their relationship. He doubted she did more than shrug when she heard Kimble had gone home to Kenvark.
As a dragon, he had gained many friends among the ruling class, and an equal number among the working class found him intriguing enough to hike up Cadore and camp outside his cave. He supposed that made him a tourist attraction.
Dragons in the area accepted his place among them, but he had to admit, few welcomed him. Of course, that may have been because of Rasmuth. He annoyed his fellow dragons.
Soaring on the thermals of Mag Point turned him in spirals, much like his thoughts. Why was he not pursuing alliances with dragons? What about female dragons? 
Pulling his wings in tight, he let himself fall, the air screaming past. He flung out his wings and gloried in the drag and stretch it bore against the joint below his shoulder. His wings straightened out from his back with the force drawing him level. Learning to fly had been much easier than learning how to act like a dragon, and far more enjoyable.
Taking the down-slope air currents off Neesk Butte, he pondered his predicament: women. He was a dragon who preferred the company of human women, who, unfortunately, did not see a dragon as a mate. 
As a boy, he had wanted to be a dragon more than anything, pursued it with every imaginative approach he could envision. He’d approached Rasmuth in the Cave of Grumbles repeatedly and asked to be a dragon. When that failed, he traveled to High Cadore to ask the Dragon King to make him a dragon. By the time he was the personal guard to the King of High Cadore, he’d realized it was a silly dream, but he had been happy serving the Dragon King.
Now, he was a dragon, his silly dream made real so he could save his king and Shennon Trelor. What were two years to a dragon? Ahead lay a millennium if he followed The Bargain and took care of himself. A millennium without a mate? The thought took some of the exuberance out of flying.
His cave made for a comfortable and inviting home. Shennon thought the vibrant ruddy and ochre walls and columns awe-inspiring. But what woman would make her home in a cave? Maybe there were more changes yet for him to go through before he was a full dragon and would look to dragon females for companionship. Perhaps he was just too young a dragon. But he’d been old enough as a man to know who attracted him.
He dropped to the sloping stone of his Cadore Mountain territory. Marshal Rill had a training exercise planned for today, and Kimble had promised to give him aerial evaluations. He circled over High Cadore and sought the skipper unit dispatched to run an infiltration exercise based on a siege interfering with movement into and out of the kingdom.
He found Rill and his skippers quickly, already hunched in a group by the south outer wall. He skimmed overhead until Rill waved an arm, signaling he’d seen Kimble. The guards fanned out, each seeking a separate means of escape through the siege. 
Kimble took wide sweeps, identifying the siege guards bearing bright ribbons tied about their biceps. The guards attempting to get by them wore shades of brown and green and slunk through the forest. Two had already been captured.
He looked for a weakness in the siege line and spotted a clear, though convoluted, path a skipper might use. Since they weren’t to have a dragon to save the day, he couldn’t just point out the opportunity. Three skippers were near enough to benefit from the lack of guards.
Was there a reason for the break in the siege line, something Rill could plan for? Kimble soared by, avoiding letting his behavior betray interest. He saw it now. A clumping of clacker groves kept the siege guards at a distance. Their thin trunks offered no camouflage. Foliage swayed only at the very top.
Few found the species of tree, some called a bush, a pleasant space to occupy. In winter, the plant made a terrible noise, thus the name clacker, if brushed even minutely by a shoulder or breeze. In spring, the noisy seeds dropped and exploded, sending seeds pelting at the individual. Even late in the summer, enough seeds remained hanging to encourage people to keep their distance. Seeds on the ground that hadn’t exploded, if stepped on, would do so on contact. On the whole, it was an unpleasant plant.
On the other hand, an experienced forester could move through them safely. The small grove would be a site worth noting for future exercises, and should High Cadore ever be under siege, it could prove immensely useful. He’d map out any similar groves around High Cadore.
He took a turn. One skipper had passed through a cluster of the noisy plants. He watched the camouflaged guard make her way from clump to clump. She was nearly through. 
Ah, she’d better take care. Whoever commanded the siege group had anticipated the route. There was a contingent of guards just beyond, but to the southeast, sentries were sparse. Kimble felt a grin expose a sharp fang. The skipper headed southeast.
Rill would be pleased. This aspect of protecting High Cadore still appealed to Kimble, though Rill didn’t realize the High Cadore was the guard named Kimble who once reported to him each day on his assignment as guard to the Dragon King. Kimble was a common enough name. Who would think that the guard had turned into a dragon? Rill had found uses for the self-appointed dragon guard, never suspecting they had once known each other.
The rumor that guard Kimble had returned to Kenvark after the Dragon King ceased to need a personal guard at his keep door had become an accepted fact. 
He sighed and watched the marshal send out runners to give his updates on his team. Rill had been the single most influential person in his young life before the Dragon King. Losing his guidance was still sharp, probably because Rasmuth’s assumption of the position provided an unpleasant sharpness of its own.
He and Rill had formed a new relationship, an equally beneficial partnership in protecting High Cadore. They already had mutual respect and easy conversation. Maybe someday he would tell Rill who he once was, and they could laugh over the temporary secrecy. 
A second skipper had found the refuge of the difficult clacker clusters. Kimble flew loops over the exercise. Another guard crept past at the edge of the southwest border, winning freedom. The siege guards captured more skippers. He flew past the skipper among the clackers. He was almost out. 
Unlike the first skipper, this one had missed the signs of the guards placed just beyond his route. Kimble rumbled a silent laugh when he backed away from near detection and headed southwest. Another wily skipper? Nope. An alert siege guard caught him, but it was a good try. He was the last. Kimble could report his observations and intention to find other clacker groves. They weren’t hard to grow. They could scatter perhaps a mincing pathway of them. The route could work against them, too. They’d have to be strategic about it.
After reporting in, Kimble headed home and stalked up to his cave on the sloping south ridge of Mount Cadore. 
Companionship. His talk with Rill had been satisfying. A longer chat with an appreciative woman would have been better. How much dragon maturation did he need to transfer his attraction to his own species? He’d set up an audience with Shennon. She could fathom out what dragon he could expect to become if anyone could. She’d once been one of the finest researchers in all Cadore. He doubted in two years her skills had rusted. Rasmuth had an answer, no doubt, but was he reliable? And did he really want to let Rasmuth know he found human women so engaging?







  
  Chapter two
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Mayrian


Mayrian Blu closed her eyes and took a breath. After shaking her tight shoulders loose, she opened the front door and strode in. Mom looked up from the table where she sat doodling in a thin layer of flour. She was taking another try at cooking. Mayrian eyed the stove, but no thin trails of smoke rose from the boiling pot. Maybe Mom wouldn’t burn dinner tonight. 
“What are you cooking, Mom?”
“Dumplings.” 
She eyed the steaming pot and searched the room for the waiting dumplings. There were none. “How long have they been in the pot?”
“Ten minutes.”
“All of them at once, Mom?”
“I thought it would be quicker.”
Mayrian chased the floating globs in the thin broth with a fork. Nabbing one, she gave it a poke, and it bobbed away. Rubber dumplings. “Mom, let’s start over. I think these have been in the bath a little too long. They are past chewy and bordering on leathery.”
Mom huffed and rested her forehead on the flour-dusted tabletop. 
“Shortcuts don’t work with dumplings,” Mayrian said. “But this recipe is quick to throw together. We’ll finish them in plenty of time for Dad and the girls.” Where were the girls? “Mom, are the girls out back in the garden?” Mayrian fished out the dumplings and set them aside. The pigs would find them amusing.
“I sent them to the store.” Mom sat up, her forehead and the mousy brown locks fringing her face dusted with flour.
“All four of them?” Mayrian tasted the broth and pursed her lips. They’d have to start from scratch with this as well.
“Shiree’s thirteen years old; she can keep them together.” Mom ran a finger through the flour again, creating overlapping swirls. “We need to let her take on some duties if you plan to leave us soon.”
Mayrian didn’t need a reminder of the ages of her younger sisters. She’d been caring for them since she was fourteen and Mom’s clerking became a business. “But why send all four? They’ll head off in four directions, lose whatever you sent them for, and likely only three will return.”
“Shiree promised to take care of everything.” She scooped the flour into a heap in the center of the table.
Mayrian sat down and took Mom’s hand in hers, dusting it off before squeezing it lightly. She deliberately ignored the bits of dough sticking their fingers together. “Mom, Shiree makes many promises, but she has a problem following through.”
Mom grinned. “I was very stern with her.”
“I’m sure you were,” Mayrian said, patting Mom’s hand and rolling her eyes. “Did you threaten her with no dinner if she didn’t watch the other three?”
“I know you want to find your own way in the world.” Mom’s eyes grew watery. “Twenty-two is well into adulthood. I suppose I’ve depended on you too much. I haven’t been the best mother, not being able to do more than boil water.”
“Broth is just thick water. Let’s get some more ready for the dumplings.” She would not add to Mom’s guilt. She’d had a business to run, money to add to their scraping by, and Mayrian was nine years older than Shiree. But their farm was bringing in a living wage now, the nut trees an additional bonus. Mom could afford to cut back on her clients, and Mom and Dad were confident they could manage.  
“I finished the Toppoli year closing,” Mom said, rolling her shoulders.
“You want me to cook dinner?”
“No.”
Mayrian laughed. “You look tired.”
“It was hot in their office. You’ve been outside in the cool breeze all day.”
“I know it’s so unfair. You’re stuffed in a closet while I’m out in the fields beating off snakes.”
“Mayrian, you didn’t run into a snake today, did you? That’s my big worry: you’ll meet up with a snake.”
There was that one enormous snake. She huffed at the memory of the dragon chasing her sheep.
Mom’s fingers stilled in the flour, attentive to Mayrian. “You saw a snake.”
“No. I’ve been watching and chasing sheep since morning, Mom.” She wiped her brow. It was warm in the kitchen. “We should open the door and let some of that cool breeze in.”
Mom patted her skirt, leaving handprints on the blue gingham. “They just stand around and eat grass, and how fast can a fat sheep run? You beat the grass with that pole, don’t you, before you sit down anywhere?”
She really didn’t want to talk about snakes. Just the thought of one made shivers run up her spine. And that dragon. Imagine a snake that large. The idea made her feel faint, and she gripped the counter and squared her shoulders. She would not let Mom find more reason to worry. “You’d be surprised,” Mayrian said, her tone dry as crusty bread, but Mom failed to notice. Mayrian carried the pot to the door. She’d flavor the pig’s water.
“You’re such a lovely daughter.” Mom kissed Mayrian’s cheek as she passed.
“Open the door, please.”
Mom pulled the door open and watched from the doorway, her sticky hands leaving smudges on the latch. When Mayrian returned, she was swiping at the latch.
“I’ll take care of that.”
“I know how to clean a latch, Mayrian. The business has kept me away from homemaking, but it hasn’t stripped me of the skill.”
Mayrian primed the pump and waited for Mom to step up to the sink. After the third long pull on the pump handle, water gushed from the faucet, and Mom slid her hands under. 
“Now you’re taking care of me. How are you going to go into the world and make your way if you keep stepping back in here and being the mom?”
Mayrian turned toward the counter and took the lid off the flour. “You haven’t put away the ingredients; how fortunate. Let’s measure out what we need and get started.” Sure, she wanted to find her place in the world, but a part of her had loved taking over for Mom so she could improve her business and add to the family’s income. She’d contributed in her own way, too. Leaving was her goal, but it wasn’t easy to step away.
Making the new batch had been as quick as she had claimed. The dumplings were fluffy, and Mayrian let Mom take all the credit. Mom had followed the instructions step by step, so she did mostly make them. The girls returned on time, no sign of anything purchased in town. Plenty of shiny stones, acorns, and bedraggled feathers filled the pockets of their dirt-stained smocks.
Dad winked at Mayrian, and she laughed and shook her head as he gushed over how splendid dinner was.
“You made these yourself, Dracie? Delicious.” He popped another one into his wide mouth. 
“They weren’t difficult at all to make,” Mom said, chewing on a dainty bite, and twisting a smile at Mayrian.
“They taste difficult to make. So fluffy,” he said. “That can’t be easy.”
“Mom, make them again next week,” Mayrian said and got a snort in return.
Shiree dropped her fork on her plate. “Roena said she saw a flying snake above the sheep meadows today. Did you see a flying snake, Mayrian?”
“Dragon,” Dad corrected.
“Did you see a flying dragon, Mayrian?” Shiree barely kept the simper out of her voice. 
All four of her sisters had returned from the store, three of them together. Shiree arrived later, probably out gossiping. Mayrian pulled a smile to her lips. “I saw a dragon fly over. Then I chased my sheep down with the dogs, and it only took two hours.”
Dad chuckled.
“So that’s why you returned flushed earlier.” Mom looked more worried than teasing, but she chewed and stared out the window as if not interested in Mayrian’s response.
“I wasn’t flushed, Mom, just earned my pay today.”
“It sounds like you did, and you were a wonderful help cooking, too.” Mom slurped the broth but eyed Mayrian as if for signs of snake bite.
“So, what did you think of the snake?” Shiree was persistent.
“Dragon,” Dad said.
“What did you think of the dragon?”
“I like dragons,” Liet said, her lisp making Mayrian smile despite Shiree’s desire to get under her skin. Liet, at four, was her favorite, though that would probably change when she got a few more years under Shiree’s inconsistent hand. Mom would still have clerking to do, though it was less than it had been, and Shiree would have to step in and help out more.
Mayrian reminded herself that Mom was trimming away her clients, many of them having taken lessons from her on how to keep their own books. If only all the mountain farmers felt as Dad did. He believed strongly in giving his children an education, teaching all of them to read, write and figure. Mom was his favorite student. She’d excelled and turned her skill into a way to help the family, but it had put Mayrian in line to care for her sisters when the job had grown beyond the house. She couldn’t believe nine years had gone by since she’d taken on running the house so her parents could keep food on the table. But that was the past. They had plenty now. She patted Liet’s hand. “What do you like about them, Liet?”
Before the youngest of her siblings could answer, Shiree said, “Why don’t you like dragons, Mayrian? It’s not like they are anything like snakes.” She sss’ed and wove her shoulders back and forth.
Mayrian clenched her teeth, mentally biting her tongue. “I don’t have any feelings about them at all. I think you should spend more time eating and less time talking. Your food is getting cold.”
“I agree,” said Dad. “Talk less, eat more.” He gazed at Mayrian, and she knew he was remembering Mayrian’s weeks of recovering after being bitten by a copperhead and having an allergic reaction to the venom. She didn’t know which of them was more scared of her coming across a snake in the high meadows, Dad, Mom, or herself.
“What color was the dragon?” Mom asked between slurps.
“Blue,” Kisa said, grinning and taking a bite of an oversized dumpling. 
Mayrian smirked, seeing her grimace at the doughy interior. The dumpling was too big to cook thoroughly, and Kisa’s tendency to be a glutton earned a natural consequence.
“Mom, you didn’t cook this one enough.” She spit it out on her plate.
“Mayrian made that one. I tried to tell her...” She trailed off, noting Mayrian’s spoon stopping halfway to her mouth. “Maybe that one was mine.” She winked at Mayrian. “I got distracted. I will keep them more uniform in the future.”
Mom would learn to cook. She certainly had a handle on numbers in any form, and cooking was knowing how to calculate ingredients. But if not, Shiree had potential.
“Mayrian should stay and cook for us,” Tempa said and smiled, a front tooth missing. “You cook better than anyone, Mayrian.”
It was hard to be annoyed. Tempa was the most considerate of the four girls, but she was blunt. The most adventurous as well. What a combination. Mayrian froze for a moment. Tempa and she were the most similar of the sisters. She’d better warn Mom.
“We’ll let Mayrian decide her plans,” Dad said. “What about you, Tempa? Are you going to be moving out soon?”
“No.” Tempa giggled. “Daddy, you’re silly. No one moves out at six years old.”
“Perhaps Shiree intends to move out.” Dad turned to her.
“No.” Shiree grabbed her plate and took it to the counter.
Mayrian nodded at Mom. Not all their lessons in good behavior had been lost.
“Shiree doesn’t know anything. Who’d want her?” Liet asked.
“I know plenty. I can cook, wash clothes, sew, and chop wood.”
Dad sat back in his seat. “Well, Mayrian has nothing to worry about then,” Dad said. “We can take care of ourselves. Can’t we, Dracie?”
Mom eyed Shiree, who was realizing her mistake. “What can you cook, Shiree?”
“I can boil water,” she said with sudden inspiration flushing her face.
“Broth is just thick water,” Mom said. She nodded at Mayrian, who choked on her dumpling. Mom patted her back. “I’ll learn, dear.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Mayrian leaned on the porch railing and watched the sunset. It hung just above the trees, shining a golden glow on the green aspens. Mom and Shiree had helped clean up, so she had some time to relax before readying her sisters for bed after Mom checked their homework.
Dad joined her, hands gripping the rail as he stretched his back, arching it up like a cat. “Your Mom is a little worried.” 
“I’m perfectly safe. I need to set out on my own.”
“I want you to see it from Dracie’s point of view. She’s a hard worker, but she was young when you were born, and your grandparents raised you while I was away.” 
Mayrian stiffened. They hadn’t talked in a long time about him leaving Mom all those years ago.  
“I understand you wanting to set out on your own, try your wings, your feet, I mean, take to the road.”
“It’s okay, Dad. You can say wings. Chickens have wings.”
“So they do.” He straightened and leaned his hip on the railing to face her. “Dracie always felt guilty for not taking care of you when you were an infant. Your grandmother didn’t make it easy. When they left for the city, she had Shiree, and then Kisa, Tempa, and Liet, and we had so little.”
“I know, Dad.” Mom hadn’t felt strong enough to refuse help from her mother. She supposed that was what drove her to become so good with figures. She could contribute to helping the family.
“Your grandparents left just in time for the business to boom. She didn’t purposely set out to avoid parenting.”
“I understood, Dad. Really, I did, and I didn’t mind helping.”
“I left your mom when she was sixteen and pregnant.”
“You didn’t know she was pregnant.”
“I knew how all that works and that she could have been.”
Where was he going with this? Mayrian wasn’t pregnant. She snorted at the thought. Few men did more than stare at her. She wasn’t sure if their staring meant she was attractive or that she was odd. “What does this have to do with me?”
“I was sixteen and found the love of my life. Your mom may lack homemaking skills, but she’s a hard worker on this wobbly farm, just as expert at bringing money in as I am. She loves like there is no end to the emotion, and she’s loyal to a fault. Why she remained loyal to me for three years is a wonder.”
“I know you two love each other. You came back and married Mom and worked hard on this farm.” She eyed the forest. Slopes of a mountain were not the best farmland. “I understand.”
“That’s not my point. Well, it’s part of my point. I came back, and finding out I had a three-year-old daughter about crushed me. I missed three years, and Dracie had the world pointing fingers at her for just as long. We married that week, you know.”
“I know, Dad. You more than made up for it.”
“I meant to be gone for the season, but I was determined to come back a success, and those three years just twisted by.” He looked at her with raised brows.
Mayrian kept her features interested. She was long past the word twisted making her upset. At least, as long as she didn’t imagine a snake twisting in the grass. She shook her head and focused on Dad.
“My point, Mayrian, is you want to head out into the world, and you think we should be out here waving kerchiefs at you and sending you off with fanfare.”
“I don’t.”
“I’m exaggerating, but you want us to say it’s okay. And it is okay. But we’ll miss you because you are so important to us. We can’t send you off and be glad you’re gone. I know from experience you are going to leave and be on your own, and time will flit by before you know it. Years will flit by. We both missed out on precious years with you, and your mom was right here and had to watch you run to Grandmom for hugs and security. It was a bit of a surprise when your grandparents left Larpa and headed to Pries, but it was the best thing for Dracie and me. We got you back.” His mouth pulled upward then back down. “By then, you were far too independent to need us that much, and then the clerking demanded your mom’s time.”
“I’ll still be in Larpa. I won’t be far.” 
“I was in Larpa.”
“Way over there, a good two-day ride, Dad. I’m up in the sheep fields.”
“You’re not a sheepherder.”
“Then what do you call what I do?”
He laughed. “You’re sheepherding, but you won’t stay one if I’m reading you right, and I am, aren’t I?”
“I hate sheep. They smell bad, and they complain all the time.”
They both laughed, and Mayrian realized they had the same laugh. His huff, huff, haw that always made her smile echoed from her mouth. Mom tittered. Thank the Cadores she didn’t titter. The height he passed on was an entirely different story. Why did she have to be so tall?
“So, what’s next? Do you need help getting an apprenticeship or an introduction? I have lots of connections, and we’d like to keep you close.”
The sun slipped down behind the trees, a red-gold glinting between the shivering leaves. “I still have a month to fulfill before I can try something else. I’ll let you know if something comes up you can help with.”
“You’re a strong, intelligent young woman. You’ll find an occupation that fits you.”
“Only if I can find one in extra tall.”
“You stopped growing months back.” He winked at her, but it didn’t help. “You’re a fine young woman.”
“I’m a giant among women and quite a few men.”
He mimicked her stance, the two leaning on the railing, their arms crossed, backs to the aspens that surrounded their house. She even had his pale blond hair, straight as a rake handle.
“I think it will come in handy.”
“Really?” The word came out challenging, and she canted her head at his grin, glad he didn’t take it as disrespectful. “Dad, men don’t like tall women.”
“Good.”
“What?”
“The ones without enough backbone won’t bother you. Those with confidence and smarts will figure out your worth. You won’t have to vet quite so many.”
“Oh, it’s a test. Gosh, Dad, thanks for thinking ahead.”
“Makes for a lonely life, does it?”
“Lonely, teased, stared at.”
“Hmm. It wasn’t intentional.”
“Well, now that I know it will come in handy for reducing the throw-backs, I might come to appreciate it. I would just like a few to throw back.”
“Perhaps you need to do the pursuing. Women have a choice, too. Heck, your mom pursued me.”
“Were you this tall back then?”
“No. At sixteen, I was tall, but not this tall. My height came in after I left.” He turned on his hip and smiled down at her, but not by much, as they were nearly the same height. “You know, I don’t think Dracie even noticed. She saw me, jumped for joy, ran at me like I was one of your dumplings, and she hasn’t let me go since.” He looked at the setting sun as if recalling that moment. “She did, actually, just long enough to run back to the house and grab you. You didn’t seem to notice how tall I was, either.”
“She passed the test.”
“She did that the day I met her.”







  
  Chapter three
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Kimble


Kimble finished his flight along the border of the High Cadore territory and made for the inner bailey on the southwest side of the castle grounds. The hound keeper’s gaze followed his path, and Kimble’s sharp vision picked out the prickly beard on the man as he shouted, “Dragon coming in,” to the guards training in the yard.  
The horses at the inner West Gate galloped and turned in a turmoil of buckskin and chestnut coats heading for the Horse Gate, where they roiled about in a tight group with no more corral to put distance between them and a dragon. Ridiculous creatures; he didn’t eat horses. From beneath the sloping roof of the kennels, a boy ran to the castle. Soon, Queen Shennon and the Dragon King would know he was in the area.
Would it be better to have a public meeting in the inner bailey or a private one in the dragon keep? He really didn’t know why he felt compelled to talk to Shennon. She married a man who was once a dragon, but that had been because of a curse. Kimble’s situation was very different. He had begged for the privilege of becoming a dragon. He didn’t regret it. 
His flight brought him around the back of the castle to the old keep. The various servants of the bailey had seen him, so he might as well visit the rulers of High Cadore. Beneath him, the flight yard behind the square keep, once the home of the Dragon King, drew closer as he dipped his wings. He landed on his rear talons and ran a short distance until he could fold his wings and stride on all fours. He hadn’t stepped more than a dragon pace around the side of the keep when the great doors opened, smooth as a clockwork mechanism. Two guards in High Cadore navy and gold finished the doors’ swing and stood at attention at either end of the wide opening.
They were fresh faces, so as Kimble crossed the threshold, he gave each as friendly a wink as a piercing dragon eye could. Both men kept their wide eyes trained forward. He could smell their worry, not quite fear, but definitely concern. Once a guard for the Dragon King himself, he had an idea what their fears might be, but he visited often enough to expect few guards to shudder at his presence. 
He paused halfway inside, dipping his head even with a wing, and gazed back at them. “Relax, my fellow guards. This is not an inspection. I’m here for the crescent rolls.”
One of them sighed; the other gave a nervous giggle.
“I believe the queen ordered sauberberry muffins,” the guard who sighed said.
“I’ll make do.” Kimble strode into the shadowed rear entrance of the columned keep. Torches lit the front area and the casual seating around a low marble slab table. Shennon had changed the keep since Karlyle’s transformation. She’d added windows, providing a view into the private garden courtyard that bordered the connecting hall between the main castle and the old keep. The granite table situated before the floral-patterned couch would withstand most dragon breath if directed to the side. He’d be careful with the couch. Shennon trusted him not to singe the woven pattern of her favorite roses.  
It had been weeks since his last visit. He neared the main entrance and examined the window that looked out over the western portion of the inner bailey. The stained-glass window depicted two stylized dragons facing each other as if standing in midair: one sparkling white, the other a navy blue. Kimble had been much darker when he first became a dragon, but in the past two years, his scales had lightened. He’d expected to look much like the Dragon King had. Perhaps his voluntary change provided him with more choice of his coloring. Rasmuth wasn’t happy about the paleness compared to his own solid black scales, but Kimble rather liked his reflection in Searing Lake when he flew over it. He was darker than its aquamarine shades, but still bright enough to be more than a moving shadow over its rippled surface, unlike Rasmuth, who was as black as the deepest cave; even his eyes and claws shone ebony.
The door to the connecting hall opened and Shennon strode in. Her pale blue gown matched the stone of the keep. A smile curved around her bright teeth, and she clutched her skirt, pulling it above her dainty feet, and hurried toward him. 
Kimble dropped his head until her fingers touched his snout. 
“Kimble, welcome. We weren’t expecting you but are pleased to have you here.”
“You look... plump, Your Majesty.”
“Are you trying to soften the criticism by using my title? Of course, I’m plump. I’m working on a baby.”
“You’ve given it plenty of attention then.”
Her laughter made him think of bubbles, and he half expected to see some drifting in the air behind her as Shennon strode to the couch. “I ordered muffins, more than a double dozen.”
“I’d like to share a couple with my friends, but I’ll take the rest.”
“You brought friends? How many dozens should I add to the order?” She peered into the dark of the keep beyond the columns. 
The guards had closed the doors, but his sharp eyesight could see them standing in the distance. “The guards who let me in. They appear to need muffins.”
Shennon sat, one arm braced behind her to control her descent, and watched him snake between the central columns that ran the length of the keep. “There should be enough then.” After tucking a wayward lock of hair behind an ear, she gazed up at Kimble.
“Is the king coming?” he asked.
“He’s in a meeting, but I sent a messenger to let him know you’re here. I expect he’ll use you as an excuse to cut it short.”
“So, I have you all to myself.”
“Me and several dozen muffins.”
Kimble stretched out between the central pillars. “I have a problem you might help me with.” He appreciated the cool stone against his scales.
She ran a finger along one pearlescent-scaled cheek, then tapped her chin. The remains of the curse gave her face a delicate glimmer. “And what problem could a dragon with such kind eyes have that I could help with?”
“Do kind-eyed dragons not normally have problems?”
“Only the rarest of problems come to green-eyed dragons.” Shennon smoothed her dress around the bulge of her belly, patting it affectionately. Leaning back in the seat, she rested her head on the couch.
“I believe it.” 
“Tell me your problem, Kimble. I would enjoy a distraction from building a baby. It’s a demanding endeavor.”
“I have a fixation.”
She sat up, her eyes bright and curious. “Oh, describe this paragon of dragons.”
This was the difficult part. Would Shennon be able to help him? “Human women.”
“Ah.” She looked into the dark beyond the pillars, her fingers rubbing against each other. “Someone I know?”
Kimble checked for ink on her fingertips. Everyone knew when the queen was thinking. Her fingers rubbed together as if trying to remove the ink stains she invariably had when busy scribing. “Women. I like women better than dragons. Dragon females, I mean.”
Shennon blinked. “I suppose it’s fortunate Karlyle is delayed.” The door opened, a guard stepping in. Both stared at the empty threshold. 
A portly servant, carrying a covered silver tray, turned their way. He carried it with both hands, his arms shaking slightly with the load.
“The muffins have arrived,” Shennon said. “Cook saw you come in over Cadore and must have started before my request even arrived.”
The servant slid the tray onto the slab of granite and lifted the lid. His full cheeks grinning, he said, “Crescents. Cook offers you compliments and hopes these will hold you over until the muffins are ready.”
Another servant hurried in and set a butter plate and knife down beside it. Shennon clapped her hands. “I love butter on flaky crescents.” She slathered a roll.
“So must the infant you’re working on.” Kimble breathed deep the warm aroma of the curled bread.
“That goes without saying.”
After the second servant placed two plates on the table, she sent them both out, saying, “We’ll serve ourselves, thank you. No standing on ceremony for old friends.”
“Old gluttonous friends. You should serve yourself first, Your Majesty, before I take a nip at the stack.”
“I fully intend to.” She laughed and bit into the roll, leaving it dangling half out of her mouth as she arranged three more on her plate. She finished her bite and leaned back. “There you go. But don’t breathe on them. They’ll get all dried out.” She watched the servants exit and nodded at the guard.
Kimble narrowed his eyes. “I know not to breathe on shared food.”
When the door closed, Shennon leaned forward and stared at Kimble.
He drew back from the steaming pile of crescent rolls. “Your Majesty?”
“You’re not in love with me, are you?”
He hadn’t even thought about being in love with Shennon. Friend, queen, married. “No.” He took a roll-filled bite off the pile and chewed. How awkward would it be to fall in love with one’s king’s wife? “That would be traitorous to my king.”
Her laughter bubbled around them. “Honoria, you’re in love with Honoria.”
Kimble gulped. The crescents were delicious, but his mouth felt dry, and his last swallow hung in his throat. “Eat a crescent roll, Shennon.”
She licked butter off her fingers and stared at him. “How long, Kimble, have you been feeling this way about Honoria?”
“You are not listening. I like women.” 
She buttered another crescent, her brows creased. “So, not Honoria per se. Women, in general. But you’re a dragon, Kimble.”
“You see my problem. I’m attracted to women.”
“Did this start with Honoria? Maybe you should accept she loves Deodore and remind yourself they have two children.”
He sighed, only narrowly avoiding breathing on the food. “What am I going to do? Shouldn’t a dragon fall for dragons? I notice women. Just today, I stopped to flirt with a sheepherder. I know where to find dragons, but I seek out women.”
“What about her attracted you? Maybe she’s dragonish.”
“She did not appreciate me assisting her with her sheep. Besides her less than welcoming attitude, nothing made her any different from other women.” Except that she was challenging, even when frightened of him. She shook her staff at him and told him to be off. He liked the flash in her pretty blue eyes. There had been something different about her.
Shennon settled back on the couch and shifted about until she looked more comfortable. “You were helping with sheep? You didn’t eat any, did you?”
“They weren’t shorn.” He gazed at her with dramatically pursed lips, making her giggle. “You have no idea how unappetizing sheep are when they are wooly. Besides, she wouldn’t let me have one.”
“Would you have if they had been shorn? She might not have realized you have a delicate palate.”
“This is why you are in no danger of me falling in love with you.”
The door opened and King Karlyle walked in. “You don’t like clever, beautiful, sweet-natured, independent, and determined women, Kimble? How immature of you. I suppose you like your dragon ladies demure, dainty, and easily fooled.”
Kimble flicked his tail, slapping the floor with more zeal than he intended. 
Shennon flinched at the sound. “I don’t think you’re in any danger of him falling in love with you either, Karlyle.”
“That’s comforting.” Karlyle nodded at the door guard, who bowed and left. “I’d hate to have to explain that you’re not quite my type and hurt your feelings.” He sat down next to Shennon, pulling her feet up into his lap. “Your ankles are swelling, darling. Should I rub them?”
Kimble looked from one to the other. “Female dragons are not demure, dainty, or easily fooled. I’ve made a point of avoiding them.”
“Perhaps that’s the problem. You haven’t spent enough time with female dragons to appreciate them,” Karlyle said.
“I have; that’s why I avoid them.”
Karlyle eyed the serving plate. “Have you considered rubbing their ankles? Dragon ankles, I mean. It might calm them.” He squeezed Shennon’s ankle before leaning forward, his hand out to pick up a crescent roll.
“Pick from the right side, darling.”
He selected a roll. “They’re warm.” He eyed Kimble.
“They are fresh from the cook,” Kimble said and rolled his eyes. “I don’t think rubbing a dragon’s ankles has any effect on their intensity.”
“So’s the butter.” Shennon handed him the knife and slid the butter tray closer.
Karlyle buttered his roll, stopping a moment to kiss Shennon’s wrist when she leaned forward and ran her fingers up his neck and through his blond hair. “They do scratch and bite. Very off-putting.”
Shennon’s hand stilled, and she raised a brow at Kimble.
“Yes, they’re much too aggressive.” Kimble chewed. “Rasmuth says I’m too young
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