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        Bogs, goblins, and a monster more ancient than a dragon…

      

      

      

      Joan and her dragon companion Rory find themselves on the hunt. For goblins. A group of annoying goblins who have stolen something they shouldn’t have touched. Something that could raise a monster so deadly and so ancient, even Rory doesn’t have a name for the creature.

      Goblins without a king are goblins causing trouble. Goblins trying to be the king cause chaos that could get the entire island of Ireland destroyed. Joan and Rory must stop the would-be king and his companions before it’s too late. Before the deadly monster comes looking for its stolen treasure.

      Because even a hero, her dragon, and her legendary sword might not be enough to stop this ancient threat.
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      Joan studied the marshy landscape below, the sharp hills bracketing the area covered in rough green grass, the land between the hills a dark bog thick with green grass and mounds of purple and yellow heather. White rock interspersed with ordinary looking ponds, surrounded by all that lovely greenery. Which seemed solid enough to fool the unwary.

      Dangerous places, bogs. Especially if you didn’t know you were walking into one.

      What this one was, though, was isolated. No farm houses nearby, or farmers currently out cutting turf. No hillwalkers, or nature hikers. And this was a protected bog, so no industrial operations to worry about. Some piles of turf were stacked to one side of the bog, drying and readying for August. Otherwise, the area was empty but for the bugs and birds and whistling winds.

      Which meant, despite it being a bright sunny afternoon, her dragon companion could circle the area without having to cloak.

      Fortunately. Because the goblins were causing mischief again. The last thing she needed was innocent bystanders.

      Hard to explain away goblins, too. Weren’t like your everyday sort of encounters.

      “You seeing anything with your superior dragon eyes,” she shouted at Rory. Technically, she didn’t have to shout. Even though her voice got whisked away on the wind, he had excellent hearing as well as excellent eyesight.

      “The bastards are blending in with the bog,” he said. Rory did not shout. Though it sounded to her ears like he was speaking aloud, he was actually talking in her head, and that meant he never had to shout.

      The goblins were hiding from the giant, golden dragon circling overhead. But not because they were afraid of being eaten—a wise fear when a dragon circled overhead. But no. The goblins weren’t afraid of being eaten.

      They were afraid of being stopped.

      Small band of them, she thought. Though it had been hard to get an exact number. They’d snuck into a cave they weren’t supposed to be in, and stolen something they weren’t supposed to have stolen. And the only reason she and Rory had caught them at it before they unleashed a bucket load of destruction was because they’d been near enough to hear the outraged screech.

      That they’d both heard it clearly was bad. Especially in the middle of the day!

      The goblins were lucky the whole human world hadn’t descended on them. Though, to be fair, hearing an ancient monster screech likely sent a lizard-brain run! reaction through any humans within hearing range. An instinct they’d seemed to have heeded since no humans had come to investigate.

      Joan and Rory had only been in the area because they’d been following the trail of the monster, an ancient creature, as old as the rocks, without even a modern name because it hadn’t appeared in the world for thousands of years. The monster’s lifespan and sense of time were difficult even for Rory to get his head around. Joan had certainly never expected to encounter one. They were hinted at in some cave wall paintings, which Rory had seen and studied, but that was it.

      How the fecking goblins had learned enough about them to seek out this one was a question she’d really like answered.

      She wasn’t even sure why the beastie had landed in Ireland of all places. Surely there were better, more isolated caves in the world, more appropriate habitats. But for some reason, the ancient, nameless monster had chosen her island. And fortunately, Rory had recognized the signs of its arrival. His memories of those ancient cave paintings really came in handy.

      The signs were subtle, too. Some of them only visible from overhead. A sinkhole here. An unexplained new ditch there. Trails of strange rocks that didn’t belong where they were found. A few large gouges in the terrain that hadn’t been there before. A few smaller hills flattened, and brand new cracks in the land that looked like ditches dug for water irrigation but weren’t near farms.

      When he’d told her about the monster and the cave paintings, the closest thing Rory had had to compare the creature to were kaiju. But kaiju didn’t often come to this part of the world and were someone else’s job to deal with when they did rise—if they were the troublesome kaiju and not just the quiet ones hanging out.

      This wasn’t a kaiju, though, Rory had assured. This beastie was even more ancient. Older than dinosaurs. Literally as old as the rocks.

      And, according to Rory’s memories of those cave paintings, as deadly and dangerous as anything that ever walked or swam on the planet.

      The only good thing was this beastie rarely walked.

      A patch of dark ground, near the edge of a reed-circled pond beneath them moved and shifted and rose a bit. Solid ground appearing to change positions. Moving in a way that earth just didn’t move, even in a bog.

      “Got them,” Joan murmured.

      Rory circled above the patch of ground, and then set down near the edge of the bog, onto a dirt road that ran alongside the wide expanse of marshy land. Joan slid from her perch at the base of his long, narrow neck, her booted feet thumping onto the soft soil. She probably could have done with wellies out here. But they were harder to run and fight in.

      The section of ground near the pond was as still now as bog could get. This section had several large ponds winding through the dark expanse, bracketed by grass and patches of heather, with the occasional white whisp of bog cotton. The area smelled strongly of greenery and rich earth. Joan pulled in a deep breath as the sharp winds blew across her face. The smell of turf reminded her of fires at her grandmother’s cottage in Kerry when she was young. A familiar, homey smell. She owned that cottage now and had converted it to suit a dragon coming in and out. She still had the fireplace, though. But she rarely used peat for fires these days.

      She and Rory stared at the section of ground that had moved earlier as she pulled her sword from the scabbard along her back. She gave the ancient, legendary weapon a few practice swings and rolls to loosen her shoulders and wrists. The feel of the grip in her hands was as familiar as her grandmother’s cottage.

      It took several moments of patient waiting before the section of grassy land moved again. Joan huffed, almost a laugh. Goblins were sneaky, and potential mean, vicious, often violent. They were not, however, very patient.

      “I see you,” she said as the sounds of hissed warnings carried clearly to her through the sounds of buzzing insects.

      “Quiet you.” Whispered so quietly Joan only barely heard it.

      “I ain’t the one shifting about,” another quiet hiss.

      “Stay still. You’re pushing me.”

      “Yer the one pushing.”

      Some grunts and curses, then, “Quiet!”

      This so loud it echoed.

      Joan held her sword loose at her side. Waiting.

      She only had to wait a minute.

      One goblin rose up out of the bog. A tallish one who would almost be her height if they stood side by side. But wide through the shoulders. This one had a greenish tint to his skin and a wealth of warts and bumps on his face and along his short, stubby nose. His brows were heavy over dark brown eyes, and his head was capped by a circle of long, milky green hair, the very top of his head bald. Pointy ears poked out of his hair, the thin peaks pierced with a series of silver rings.

      Joan imagined he was considered quite the impressive goblin among his people.

      His disproportionately long arms hung at his sides, his long-fingered hands free of obvious weapons.

      Except for the rock in his left hand.

      A rock the size of a small pig.

      A rock the goblin had no business possessing.
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