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What people are saying about


Into Shadow


Not your traditional high fantasy.


Has all the traditional elements – an uncertain hero, loyal companions, a magical item that puts the world at risk, a perilous quest, a powerful adversary – and Morgan Daimler turns these elements all on their heads.


And it works. Beautifully.


Into Shadow is an adventure that will surprise and delight you.


Catherine Kane, author of The Land That Lies Between and Swans of War 


Morgan Daimler leaves an indelible mark in modern literature, using the power of high fantasy as a means of raising awareness of pressing issues that humanity must confront. Into Shadows revolutionizes the genre by redefining the hero archetype and the social norms surrounding marriage and gender identity. Daimler masterfully brings together vibrant and complex characters. Dramatic situations lend themselves to subtle humor, and the suspense continues, until the very last page. Into Shadows stands out as an excellent book, equally entertaining and educational.


Daniela Simina, Where Fairies Meet: Parallels between Irish and Romanian Fairy Traditions 


What a delightful adventure! A rich, well-crafted world, intriguing adventure that kept me guessing throughout, and great action to keep me riveted to the page. I highly recommend this to anyone who wants to escape into another world.


Christy Nicholas, author of The Druid’s Brooch series


Morgan Daimler is something rare, an author without comparison. I always feel when reading my work that it’s easy to see which authors influenced my work, but their writing is so unique, so fresh, that I cannot think of another author to compare them to. They present normal flawed people in a fantasy setting in a way that I never knew I needed. This book is for everyone who thought they were too old, too weak, too impaired to be a hero. It shows us that all we need to be heroic is the love of others and the determination not to let evil stand. I finished this book with a tinge of sadness that the tale was over, but I will take with me so much joy, and the memory of the phrase “Don’t try to lessen yourself to keep me comfortable.” A lesson I think we could all learn.


Ian Power, author of The Other series


With well-written characters and a richly detailed world that stays with you long after you bid your farewell to the last page, Into Shadow is the kind of book that lures you in and keeps you hooked.


Catherine Heath, author of Elves, Witches & Gods 


Into Shadow is a refreshing look at the outsider’s experience of grief and sheer determination towards life. So many of us have dragons to slay, but in the process, we must fight not to lose ourselves also. Muireann’s experiences really spoke to me, and I was absorbed into her colourful world just like the many wonderful characters who cross her path.


Tara D. W. Tine, author of Flight of Fire 
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For everyone who ever thought they couldn’t be the epic hero because they weren’t thin, able bodied and young. This one’s for all the fat, queer, middle-aged people out there who want to be the fantasy hero too.


And for Mel, the Calla to my Muireann (except for the dragon part).


With thanks to my beta readers, Aleja, Ashley, Mara, Máire, Tom and Tricia


Note to readers: Muireann is pronounced roughly ‘mwir-ehn’









Chapter 1 


The Dragon


The slightest tinge of sulphur was in the air and Muireann knew she was getting close to her destination, although how close she wasn’t sure. She’d spent the last winter reading extensively about dragons to prepare for this but reading about it and experiencing it were vastly different things, and in her case was limited by the resources she could lay hands on. Still, she slowed her pace a bit, shifting the strap that held the quiver against her hip, pushing a stray lock of copper-coloured hair behind her ear, adjusted her glasses, and glanced nervously around the newly greening spring woods. The trees hadn’t started to thin yet and there was no sign of anything burned – hopefully that meant she was still far enough from the dragon’s lair that it couldn’t sense her. This was another area that her books had proved less than ideal in, because there were several different types of dragons and every author seemed to have their own opinions and ideas, which were all always expressed as certainties. It was confusing but she was sure she’d gotten the most important things straight anyway.


Not that it matters really, Muireann thought to herself, edging slowly forward, I’m not going to walk away from this anyway, but as long as I take the dragon out with me, that’s alright. It was a morbid train of thought and yet perversely it was exactly that thought which had kept her going for the last six months. Since the dragon had moved his hunting range west. Since her husband’s farm had been attacked, just as winter was closing in and the sheep had all been brought to the farm pasture. Since she had emerged from the rubble of her home, the only survivor; her husband dead in the sheep field, her four beautiful children killed by falling rubble.


They’d thought they were safe, although looking back later Muireann had seen the hubris in that. Who could possibly be safe from a dragon? But Edren had been confident they were close enough to town – the closest farm, actually – and would be spared while the farms further away would see their livestock taken. And, of course, until then it had mostly only been livestock taken, she could think of less than a half dozen farms burned or razed to the ground in the 20 years the dragon had made its home on the slopes of Mount Lassen. But who could really predict dragons? They did what they pleased and the warriors and knights who tried to kill them were memorialised in song for a winter, then forgotten.


Honestly Muireann had also thought trying to kill a dragon was hubris, and she recognised the irony that she was throwing her life away at it now. But in the first grief-soaked weeks after the attack she had sat at the graves and promised her children that she would try. Not for her husband, who had been a solid, dependable man but for whom she had no great affection, but for them, her children, who had never made it free of the ruin of their house. Even now after so many months of careful preparation she guessed she had, at best, a fifty per cent chance of doing the dragon any harm at all, but she was committed to trying.


She paused where the trees thinned, giving way suddenly to clear dry ground opening up before the cave in the cliff face where the dragon lived.


This is so ridiculous, she thought, moving her heavy braid over her shoulder before taking the bow and stringing it, testing the tension. I’m a scribe not a warrior. Anyone who saw her would have laughed or tried to talk her out of what she was doing. Muireann, farmwife and town-scribe, mother; plump from a job that meant mostly sitting down, with heavy glasses over a pair of weak, green eyes, wearing pants borrowed from her brother that bagged around her ankles and a farmwife’s heavy work dress, she was not the picture of a hero in anyone’s mind.


But Muireann had spent the last half-year practicing constantly with the bow, until she was skilled enough to shoot an acorn off a tree or take down a small bird on the wing. Obsessively practising and obsessively reading everything she could find about dragons. Her brother had thought it best to leave her to work things out on her own; he hadn’t seen the hardened resolve, only the sadness. No matter how ridiculous she looked, she was as ready, or more so, than any of the knights who had tried this same thing before her. They, of course, had all failed, attacking the dragon with brute force and the usual range of human weapons, and dying quickly in flame and ash.


She had a plan, though, one she thought no one had tried before, at least as far as she had been able to find. In her research she’d come across a note, scribbled in the margins of an elvish treatise on dragons, which mentioned a flower which she suspected was poisonous to them. It wasn’t certain that it was, but the note mentioned that there were several accounts of northern snow dragons seeming to avoid areas where this plant grew, and the scribe had suggested it was because of the plant. Muireann had taken that idea further and formulated a theory that it was poisonous to them or could be if prepared properly. A bit more research and she’d tracked down the name of the plant in her own language, Snow Cup, and learned it was extremely rare but not completely unknown, and better that it might, possibly, be found in the foothills where she lived. It flowered near midwinter and only for a week, so she’d been worried that she wouldn’t be able to find it in time and would have to try again after waiting a full year more, but luck had been with her the fifth day she went looking. On midwinter eve she’d hiked into the hills and run into a woodsman – he had of course cautioned her about being out in such conditions – who had recognised her description of the flower. He had directed her to a small patch of the plants growing close under an ancient yew tree and she’d fallen to her knees there and wept as she gathered them.


Making the poison to coat the arrowheads had been easy after that, just a matter of learning how to properly distil the flowers and preserve the resulting liquid. She had plenty of books that discussed such things, and no one even questioned why she was making a salve from a strange plant or why she wouldn’t let anyone else touch it – not because it was any danger to humans but because she thought it too precious to waste. Even if she couldn’t be sure it would work it was by far her best chance; dragons were notoriously hard to kill, impervious to almost all weapons, to the usual common run of poisons, to all magic. In the few previous cases where a dragon had been killed the circumstances were exceptional and nearly impossible to replicate.


If she could have she’d have gone after the dragon right then, but common wisdom held that most dragons in areas such as hers with snowy winters sealed themselves into their caves to hibernate in the coldest months. Only the two far northern snow dragons stayed active throughout the heavy winter. Muireann didn’t know for certain that it was true all other dragons hid away in winter – so much about dragons was pure speculation – but it seemed logical to her since otherwise wouldn’t the great heroes and knights just wait and attack the dragon while it was resting in the winter, rather than fighting it when it was awake in the warmer months? And certainly no one saw that fearsome glittering red form in the skies in the winter, once the snow started to fly. So, she was patient and waited until spring, until she heard a rumour of another dragon attack a few villages north of her own. And then she’d gotten her poisoned salve and her arrows and her bow and walked off into the woods, without a word to anyone.


Taking a deep steadying breath, flinching at the stench in the air, she pulled an arrow, coated the arrowhead carefully in her poisoned salve and readied herself. She raised the bow, stepping slowly out of the cover of trees. The birds had fallen silent long ago and nothing moved here except a slight breeze in the young leaves. It was unnerving and Muireann could hear her pulse hammering in her ears. Across a wide expanse of raw, dry earth the cliffside rose up like a wall. The dragon had carved its cave into this once solid surface but after two decades of use the stone was smooth without any sign of claw marks. Although it looked small in the immense cliffside the cave mouth itself was enormous, a gaping darkness in the lighter reddish stone. A faint haze of smoke drifted from the dim interior of the entrance obscuring whatever was inside, and Muireann swallowed hard, fighting to hold the bow steady.


The truth was she’d never actually seen the dragon before, except high in the sky overhead. The day of the attack she’d been inside, in her root cellar organising supplies for the cold months to come and had only heard the terrible roaring and crashing. Being in the cellar had saved her when the house had come down above but it also meant that she didn’t know many things for sure, including the size of the dragon, its speed and most importantly where its eyes were on its head. Her books had been little help as every illustration she’d found had depicted slightly different versions of dragons and it was impossible to guess the truth of the one she was facing. The greatest flaw in her plan was this uncertainty because everything depended on her being able to hit her target, near the eye, quickly. Well, and the not-insignificant chance she’d freeze and fail to even get a single arrow off at all.


She stepped further into the barren expanse, her footsteps loud in the thick silence. She hadn’t made it more than a dozen feet when the smoke at the entrance suddenly shifted and billowed, parting as the dragon’s head emerged into the afternoon light. Muireann did indeed freeze instinctively at the sight, watching in atavistic terror as the dragon stretched itself up like a cat woken from a nap. The head was easily bigger than any wagon she’d ever seen, no she realised as it moved forward out of the cave, as large as a small house. The scales that covered the dragon from nose tip to tail tip and armoured it against weapons sparkled in the sunlight, a dizzying spill of ruby fire. For one hysterical moment Muireann wondered if the entire animal was burning inside, if that was possible, and then the dragon saw her, its reptilian orange-red eyes narrowing.


With no more warning than that it charged, the massive bulk of it moving lightning fast towards her. Her mind went blank, but her arms came up and aimed, reflexively after so many months of daily practice. When the dragon was almost upon her, she locked eyes with it and fired, her tiny arrow speeding to its target.


The dragon jerked its head sharply to the side, away from Muireann. Before she could react – before she could think – the animal’s front leg was lashing out at her, swatting as if she were a mosquito. She saw a blur of shining red coming at her as fast as one of her own arrows.


Muireann’s body lurched backwards instinctively, the dragon’s claw catching the side of her face. In the moment it touched her a jolt went through her, her whole body spasming painfully. She felt, for an instant, like a wine-skin that was being overfilled, as if she would burst from the terrible pressure.


Then, everything went dark.
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 Muireann woke to a blur of blue above her, shivering on the cold ground. At first she couldn’t understand what was happening or where she was, but slowly the memory of the gigantic red dragon lunging forward at her came back. She shivered harder, not from cold this time but from fear, her hands scrabbling at the ground around her trying to find her glasses. She was aware enough to realise they must have been knocked off, either by the dragon or when she fell, but without them she couldn’t see anything further than a few inches from her face except as a blur of colour. It was unnerving to be on the ground, blind, and unsure where the dragon was or what had happened after she was knocked out.


Finally her fingers grazed the familiar shape and feel of her glasses, and she pulled them to her, newly terrified that they were damaged. Facing a dragon was a nightmare but being out in the wilderness unable to see well enough to survive – possibly with a very angry dragon still around – was a greater one. Luckily the lenses and frame were in about the same state they’d been in before, and she pulled them on with a sense of relief that equalled her earlier panic. The world immediately came back into focus, although she rather wished it hadn’t.


A few feet from where she was lying the heavily scaled forearm of the dragon was extended, large as a tree trunk. She remembered, then, the feeling of the dragon’s claw hitting her face and in renewed panic reached up and began feeling around her left cheek. Her fingers came away sticky with blood but even when she pushed as hard as she dared she couldn’t feel any injury. There was no pain, which she might have put down to shock from the situation, but the lack of pain and lack of any tangible injury despite the blood confused her. After a moment sitting there with one hand pressed to her cheek, staring at the huge red limb, she let out a long shaky breath. The dragon lay completely still and after another cautious moment she clambered awkwardly to her feet, her whole body aching, and moved cautiously towards the animal.


Once she was standing she could see the entire dragon stretched out, as if it had fallen mid-leap. It was so utterly still that she started to dare to hope that she’d succeeded, that despite the odds she’d actually killed it. With growing courage, she stepped closer and reached out to touch it; it was warmer than she’d expected, and she jerked back immediately before reminding herself that it had probably been quite a bit hotter than most animals before and would be slow to cool. She reached out again and ran her hand along its scales; they varied in size from comparable to a knight’s shield down to dinner plates and joined together seamlessly. They were as smooth as a stone pulled from the water, soft and almost sensuous under her fingers. She didn’t know what she’d expected but it wasn’t that. She marvelled at the scales themselves, which fit together perfectly and formed an impervious armour. It was easy to understand, seeing it this closely, why dragons were so impossible to kill.


Well, Muireann thought to herself, suddenly giddy not impossible. I proved that. Oh, no one will ever believe me! She fought back a giggle, the emotions of the day and the sheer surrealness of the situation overwhelming her. Taking another deep breath, almost unaware now of the stench of sulphur, she moved forward along the front limb, admiring the deep red claws, each longer than she was tall. Remembering that one of those claws had hit her, or at least grazed her, she shuddered and touched her face again, her previous giddiness dissolving as the reality of the situation started to sink in. How am I still alive? she wondered, moving slowly around towards the animal’s head. How was I not impaled or skewered or something else fatal? No one is that lucky.


The dragon’s head was twisted away from her, the neck in such an unnatural position she would have guessed it was dead even if she wasn’t sure already. She followed the curving neck around until she reached that giant head, truly so large she felt like a mouse trying to study a human. It was hard to believe that something that huge could exist when she was used to thinking of cows and bears as big animals. She paused a few feet away from the head, staring at the huge open eye which stared back, lifeless, at her. It was half open, a dark orangish red with a vertical black pupil. It was beautiful even in death, as the rest of the dragon was, as if the whole being had been sculpted from red jewels and molten metal.


Barely visible jutting from the corner of the dragon’s eye, where all her books said that the main eyelid joined with a second clear eyelid, Muireann saw her arrow. Or at least the fletching of it, as most of the arrow was buried in that one, small, vulnerable spot. The area around the arrow was a shockingly dull grey, as if all the colours had been pulled from it, and she had no doubt that was the work of her poison.


I didn’t know it would work so fast, she thought, her emotions swinging into grief. Seeing it dead now it seemed a terrible waste to have killed the dragon. It’s just an animal. It wasn’t malicious, it was just doing what dragons do, looking for food. Gods! Dragons are purely magical creatures, like unicorns, and perishingly rare. And now thanks to me there’s one less in the world. Because of me. Her vision blurred as she started to cry, mourning what she’d done. It hadn’t brought her children back, it hadn’t even let her join them. It had just destroyed something rare and beautiful, no matter how deadly that something was.


She stood there next to the dead dragon and cried for a long time, until she felt as if her body had been drained of tears and she’d made some kind of tentative peace with what she’d done. As much as she regretted it, she knew there was no undoing it. But I will never tell anyone how I did it, she thought with the same determination that had set her on her course to kill it in the first place. If I tell people how I did this then others will try the same thing, all those knights and heroes trying to make a name for themselves, and people seeking treasure, and people who just hate dragons and see them as monsters. She winced and reached a hand out to caress the scales again. If anything is a monster here it’s me. It only killed for food or by accident because of its size, but I killed it just to kill it. Deep down she knew that wasn’t entirely true, that her reason had been to keep anyone else from suffering the grief that had nearly broken her, but standing there looking at the dragon, magnificent even in death, all she could do was marvel at it and mourn its loss.


Shaking herself out of her reverie Muireann turned and looked around the clearing, unsure what to do now. She hadn’t thought there would be a now and hadn’t had any plan beyond confronting the dragon. She didn’t even have any food packed to get her through the hike back to her village.


With no clear direction she walked slowly back around the dragon’s outstretched forelimb and then started walking along the length of its body. The entire creature was so massive it was hard for her to really comprehend it; it reminded her somewhat of the time one of the great whales had washed up, dead, on shore and everyone had hiked out to see it. It just seemed too large to be real. It lay like a glittering red hill, the wing on that side partially unfurled as it relaxed in death. She walked under it, between the bulk of the body and the cover of the curled wing, craning her head up. The joint of the wing was perhaps twenty feet above her head on the dragon’s shoulder and the wing itself, even folded, extended over an area that her village square could have easily fit in. The sun was blocked out and without thinking she wandered closer to where the wing met the ground, reaching out to touch it. She had assumed that dragon wings would be something like a bat’s wings, like skin stretched between bones, but she quickly realised that wasn’t so. The dragon’s wing was covered in tiny scales, each no bigger than one of Muireann’s fingernails.


Pulling herself away from the mesmerising tiny scales she walked further down its body, seeing that its back legs were stretched out behind it and its tail extended back into the cave. Overcome with a morbid curiosity she decided to see how long its tail was, to try to get some sense of the length of the animal. She thought perhaps she could make some good come from what she’d done by writing a thorough description of the animal, to add to the existing material about dragons which was often based on observations of living animals from distance.


She should have anticipated how large the cave would be to fit the dragon’s bulk but somehow stepping into the enormous space was still a shock. At first all she could do was gape upwards at the roof and walls, which had been worn or melted smooth like the entrance. Finally she tore her eyes away and looked down, noting the packed earth of the cave’s floor and the clutter of material pushed to the edges. Stepping closer to one wall she tried to identify some of the flotsam packed in there but it was impossible to make sense of it all: gold (of course), spears and swords, armour, bones, metal wheel rims, platters, iron hoops, jewels and jewellery…she realised it was all shiny or had been once before it tarnished or rusted. It’s like a magpie, she thought fascinated, filling its nest, or cave anyway, with any shiny thing it finds. 


Stepping back again she moved further into the dim interior walking along the extended tail. The space seemed to go on endlessly, growing darker as it went further into the mountain side. Muireann could hear running water as well as the slow dripping of water from somewhere ahead, the sounds running together. Even though she knew the dragon was dead it was unnerving, the stillness and slow sound of water and the growing darkness. She started to back up and tripped over a helmet, falling gracelessly to the ground and swearing.


Before she could pick herself back up a voice called from the darkness above her. ‘Hello? Is anyone there?’


She froze, shocked, then cleared her throat. ‘Ah, yes. I’m here. Where are you?’


‘I’m up here,’ the voice replied, agitated. ‘Hurry and help me get down before it comes back.’


Muireann squinted, searching the walls around her until she noticed the opening about thirty feet up. ‘Give me a minute to find something to help get you down. And, ah, you don’t have to worry about it coming back. It’s dead.’


‘What!’ the shout echoed in the space and Muireann winced. ‘How can it be dead?’


‘That’s a long story,’ Muireann shouted back, picking through the debris on the ground looking for anything that might be useful. ‘I’ll tell you later but let’s focus on getting you down first. Is anyone else up there with you?’


‘Not anyone alive,’ the voice responded, grim now. ‘It’s got a bit of a cache of food up here and I’m unlucky enough to be one of its saved-for-later bits.’


Grimacing again Muireann moved aside what looked like a door, covered in brass fittings, and an almost completely intact glass window before finding a heavy iron hook attached to a length of equally heavy rope. She suspected it was a ship’s anchor, but it didn’t look like any that she’d seen before. ‘Hang on. I think I found something that can help. Are you hurt?’


‘Just a bad knock on the head.’


‘If I throw you up a rope can you climb down?’


Her question was met by silence for almost a minute then finally. ‘I think so. There’s nowhere in here to tie a rope but I… have an idea.’


Since the stranger had mentioned being in with corpses Muireann really didn’t want to ask for any details about this idea. Instead, she worked to get the rope untied from the anchor and retied to a smaller metal crosspiece whose original use she couldn’t figure out. It was enough to give a bit of weight to the end of the rope, though, and she knew she’d need that to throw it where she wanted and give the stranger time to catch it.


For the next half hour Muireann stood and tried tossing the rope, over and over again. Sometimes she missed entirely. Sometimes the rope would just start to disappear into the black space of the smaller cave then fall back. Her arms burned with the effort and sweat dripped off her face, but she kept trying, ignoring the encouraging words and suggestions being shouted at her, which were only a distraction. Just when she thought her arms and back couldn’t take any more efforts, the rope disappeared into the space with a metallic clang, the crosspiece hitting against stone inside, than went taut in her hands. Above her the stranger gave out an excited cry, pulling at the rope as they did whatever they needed to do to secure it on their end.


Muireann, for her part, looked around frantically for a place to anchor her end of the rope and finally, afraid her new friend was about to try climbing out when there was nothing holding it but herself, jogged over to the dragon’s tail and hastily tied it off to one of the smooth spines that protruded regularly down the animal’s back. Not sure that was enough to anchor it she also stood and held it as well, slightly terrified that she’d gone to all this trouble only to have the stranger plunge thirty feet to the ground if the rope slipped.


She was facing the dragon when the tension on the rope shifted, the coarse material pulling against her hands. She put her shoulder into it, trying to keep it steady as it fought her like a living thing. And then it went slack.


‘Thank you, I can’t tell you how grateful I am to be out of that mess,’ the stranger said from somewhere behind her, the voice much happier than before.


Muireann let go of the rope and turned to face the person she’d just helped.


It turned out that the voice belonged to a high elf and for a moment Muireann was rendered speechless. She had known a few elves in her life, was even friends with a river elf who sold books in the closest town, but she’d never met one of the reclusive, powerful high elves who ruled her world before. She was about the same height as Muireann, perhaps five-and-a-half feet, so that the two women stood eye to eye. The woman’s skin was a rich golden brown, her hair fell to her waist in a mass of bright scarlet red, and her eyes were black. Her gently pointed ears would have made her elven heritage plain if the faint aura of magic around her hadn’t. She was well muscled and sturdy, clearly a fighter even without a blade strapped to her side, and she carried herself with the pride that Muireann would expect from one of the elves who ruled across the kingdoms. She was wearing heavy canvas pants, knee-high leather boots, a fine dark blue linen shirt and a heavy leather belt. The clothes were bloody, ripped and worse for wear but had clearly been good quality when they were new.


Feeling suddenly awkward in her second-hand pants and homespun wool, she said, ‘Hello, I’m Muireann.’


The elf smiled and nodded. ‘Hi. I’m Callavealysia, but you can call me Calla.’


‘Oh, ah, alright. Calla.’


The elf nodded again, staring past Muireann at the clearly deceased dragon. ‘So Muiri, tell me the story of how this happened.’


She opened her mouth to object to the nickname, then shut it, deciding it was better than what she’d heard during her childhood. After a silence that was too long and an impatient gesture from Calla she mumbled. ‘Well, I killed it.’


‘You killed it? How?’ Calla said, sounding curious but not shocked. Muireann was oddly grateful for that, as she knew she didn’t present the picture of someone who would be out slaying dragons.


‘Ah, right,’ she mumbled, trying to think of how to explain what she’d done without giving too much away. ‘Well, I, ah, shot it. In the eye.’


‘And that killed it?’ Calla did sound sceptical now, no doubt well aware that such an insignificant wound shouldn’t have brought down the magical creature.


Feigning nonchalance, Muireann shrugged. ‘I can show you the arrow if you want. It’s still in place, where it struck.’


Calla looked thoughtful, then nodded again. ‘I would like to see it yes, if only so I can tell this story properly later.’


Shrugging slightly Muireann led the other woman out and around to the dragon’s head, gesturing broadly towards the shaft sticking out of the corner of its eye.


Calla glanced at the quiver still hanging from Muireann’s hip, then back to the dragon. ‘That is your arrow, and the dragon is definitely dead. I must admit I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it myself but as you say, you killed it with an arrow in the eye.’


Muireann waited for Calla to comment on the strange discolouring around the eye, not sure what she’d say to explain it, but the elf didn’t say anything. Instead, she moved with an agility that the human could only envy and started climbing up the animal’s head. The sight of the elf easily scaling the smooth surface drove any questions from Muireann’s mind and she simply stood and watched, starting to understand why people found elves so intimidating. Calla disappeared from sight just over the dragon’s eye ridge and Muireann moved back trying to see what she was doing.


Before she could get a better view, Calla was already sliding back down, landing easily on her feet. That looked like fun, Muireann thought, oddly envious. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d done anything purely for fun. Then the elf was walking over to her, one hand thrust out. Without thinking Muireann put her own hand out and Calla dropped a large, flat, crystal into her hand. Muireann stared at it in fascination; it looked somewhat like an opal but was dark red and the colours were subtly shifting in it, like slow moving flames. She stared at it for a moment, mesmerised by the coruscating shades of crimson. It was slightly warmer than her skin, not uncomfortably so but noticeably. She looked up, meeting Calla’s eyes. ‘Why did you give me this?’


Calla’s bright red eyebrows rose towards her hairline. ‘It’s the Dragon Stone. You killed the dragon, it should be yours.’


Muireann looked back at the jewel, recognising it as soon as Calla named it, her mouth going dry. She had read about Dragon Stones and heard stories but had never seen one or even dreamed of holding one. They weren’t properly stones, of course, but something more like horn or scale, a natural substance formed by the dragon, between its eyes, which contained, according to popular wisdom, the dragon’s essence. Muireann doubted this was literally true as the stones were not reputed to have any particular magical qualities, but she suspected the real value of the stone was in its rarity. Until that day there had only been three of the distinctive Dragon Stones in the world; they were considered priceless and held by the wealthiest families, including the imperial family. As surreal as it had been to see the dragon dead after she’d first woken up, seeing the glittering Dragon Stone in her hand was even more so. I’m just a simple village scribe, Muireann thought, watching the colours move languidly across the stone’s surface. My only claim to fame is that I can read and write better than anyone else in the village. It’s madness to be standing here holding this as if it belongs to me.


Unnerved at all the implications, Muireann tried to hand the stone back to Calla. ‘Here, you take it.’


The elf put her hands up, stepping quickly away. ‘Absolutely not. You saved my life, I’m not going to rob you now.’


‘You aren’t robbing me. I’m giving it to you.’


‘It belongs to you.’


‘No,’ Muireann insisted. ‘It belongs to a hero or warrior or, or someone great. One of the great families.’


‘You are a hero,’ Calla said, as simply as if she were commenting on the fair weather.


‘I am not a hero,’ Muireann said, shifting uncomfortably.


Calla rolled her eyes. ‘You killed a dragon.’


‘Well, I…no…I mean yes I did, but…’ she trailed off flustered.


‘You don’t think killing a dragon is heroic, Muiri? Because I’m fairly certain it’s the best definition of a hero. That’s why all those fools keep throwing their lives away trying to accomplish it,’ the high elf’s words dripped with amusement and Muireann felt herself blushing.


‘I realise that, but I didn’t…I wasn’t trying to be a hero,’ she mumbled, not wanting to admit that she hadn’t thought she’d walk away from the attempt.


‘If the only people who were heroes were the ones that were trying to be, then we’d all be in a lot of trouble.’


It was Muireann’s turn to roll her eyes. Seeing her rebellious expression Calla went on. ‘It’s yours, Muiri, by right. Yours and only yours. You should keep it, because it belongs to you, but if that isn’t enough reason then keep it because if you don’t take it then whoever comes along and finds the dragon next will, and they will undoubtedly claim they were the ones who killed it.’


I don’t care if they do, Muireann thought, but her fingers closed around the stone anyway. ‘You really believe people will come and try to claim credit for this?’


‘Of course,’ Calla said, making a face. ‘Sooner or later people will realise the dragon isn’t around and they will get the courage to come and see if it is still here or has moved its territory. And when they do, they’ll find whatever is left of it and take what they can including credit for its death. Come to think of it, we should head to Verell from here, it’s the closest decent-sized town, and start spreading the word ourselves about what happened.’


‘We?’ Muireann said, amused at the high elf’s easy presumption.


‘Yes, we,’ Calla said, smirking. ‘Whoever you have waiting for you back home can manage without you for a little while longer and we need to celebrate.’


‘I don’t have anyone waiting for me,’ Muireann said, far more subdued now. She wasn’t at all eager to explain any of this to her brother who she knew would be absolutely horrified at her reckless actions. Never mind when the rest of her family found out. ‘And I don’t know that I want to celebrate killing the dragon.’


Calla gave her an odd look, before wrapping one arm around the other woman’s shoulders. ‘Well, I want to celebrate not being eaten. And I want to celebrate with you, my new friend, since you are the one who rescued me from that horrible fate. Besides, if you don’t spread the true story then there will be a dozen charlatans running around within a month claiming they did it, getting people to pay them outrageous sums and running off with the money.’


‘I’m not sure,’ Muireann said, still hesitant.


‘Think of it as a public service – we tell the truth and you keep people from being defrauded and as well you give people a real hero to look up to,’ Calla said. ‘We can find a good inn and eat, drink and make merry to celebrate being alive, and share our tale.’


Muireann felt a small smile pulling at her lips despite her sour mood. It was hard to resist the elf’s cheerful attitude and enthusiasm. ‘I’m no real hero, but what did you have in mind for how we’d manage this?’


‘We can take more than enough treasure from the dragon’s hoard to live our lives in comfort for quite a while,’ Calla said, walking back towards the cave and pulling Muireann along with her. ‘And certainly, enough to stay in the best inn in Verell for as long as we like and really enjoy ourselves.’


Muireann couldn’t deny the idea had a certain appeal, especially as she’d never stayed in anything but the cheapest inn on the rare occasions she’d travelled far enough to merit an inn at all. Still, she hesitated a bit at the idea of taking anything from the cave. ‘Isn’t it wrong to steal from this place?’


Calla laughed, the sound ringing merrily through the air. ‘We are hardly stealing from a dead dragon, and as to that everything here was stolen in the first place. Besides, as I already mentioned people will descend on this place in droves once word gets out and they will strip the cave bare. We deserve to take what we can more than they do, you killed it after all, and it owes me some compensation for killing the merchants I was travelling with and so rudely saving me for a later meal.’


Muireann nodded slowly, admitting that what Calla said made sense. They stepped back into the cave and Calla immediately moved to the nearest pile of flotsam, somehow finding several pieces of still serviceable cloth among the chaos. Getting the idea Muireann moved to another section nearby and did the same, scavenging a heavy sack, leather bag – she suspected it had been a messenger’s bag which was confirmed when she dumped it out and an assortment of scrolls rolled across the floor – as well as a square section of canvas that she thought she could use as rough bag if she pulled up the corners and tied them. Carrying these she started scrounging through the piles, sorting out all the coins, jewellery and gems she could find. She was surprised by how much of that there was given the look of the piles but eventually realised that the smaller pieces, which were her targets, had mostly settled near the bottom underneath the bigger things, like armour and wagon parts.


She had filled the sack and messenger’s bag, refusing to let herself stop to think about how much wealth she was actually dealing with, and was starting to toss things onto the canvas when Calla called her over. Muireann could see that the elf had made as much progress as she had, with several bulging bags and sacks at her feet.


‘Here let me see the Dragon Stone for a moment,’ Calla said, her expression thoughtful. Curious and hoping the elf would take it and keep it, Muireann pulled it from her belt pouch and handed it over. She could see that Calla was holding a pendant, the gold chain swinging freely. It was a pretty piece, Muireann had to admit, a delicate filigree around a flat sapphire. Calla held the Dragon Stone up to the sapphire, making a thoughtful noise to herself.


The elf’s deft fingers worked for a moment and then the sapphire popped free, falling with a sharp sound to the ground. Muireann frowned, wondering why Calla had ruined the pendant, but before she could ask, the elf’s motives became plain as she carefully worked the similarly-sized Dragon Stone into the filigreed setting. She pushed at the metal for a few more minutes, making sure the gold was bent back into place as well as she could manage and that the stone was secure. Finally, she presented it back to Muireann, looking well pleased with herself.


‘There you go, my friend friend.’ She smiled cheerfully at Muireann who stood and stared at the pendant silently. When she didn’t reach to take it, Calla slipped the chain over Muireann’s head, letting the stone fall so that it rested in the centre of her chest.


‘Thank you,’ Muireann said reflexively, not sure how she really felt about it. The weight of the Dragon Stone felt heavier than it should and, suddenly self-conscious, Muireann reached up and slipped it into the neck of her dress so that it lay against her skin.


Watching the movement Calla frowned again. ‘The first thing we’re going to do when we get back to civilisation is buy some new clothes. For both of us.’


Although she was unsure how they’d become a duo in the space of an afternoon, Muireann smiled at Calla’s words. ‘Truly? That’s the first thing you want to do? I’d have guessed a good meal and a long bath.’


‘Oh, we’ll get to that as well, but there’s no point to a bath if we just have to put these rags back on. And how can I enjoy a good meal like this?’


Muireann snorted, not trying to hide her amusement. Somehow Calla was exactly what she’d anticipated in a high elf and also nothing like she’d have guessed. ‘This is my best wool dress.’


‘Was your best you mean,’ Calla said, smiling back. ‘It looks a lot better than anyone would expect knowing you fought a dragon, but it has definitely seen its best days.’


Muireann looked down at the dress, now covered in dirt and blood, several long tears in the left arm. The blood and tears reminded her of the blood on her face when she woke up and her brief levity quickly evaporated. She reached up to touch her cheek again then said. ‘Calla, can I ask you something a bit odd?’


‘Sure, Muiri, I enjoy odd.’


‘Is there a cut or wound on my face?’ she asked, turning her head so that the elf could inspect the area she knew had to have been hurt by the dragon. As quick as the events had happened, she did remember the claw coming at her, the pain, and the blood when she woke up.


Calla leaned forward then reached out and gently inspected the side of the other woman’s face. Finally, she pulled back, shrugging slightly. ‘There’s dried blood in your hair and some on your face but no sign of any wound.’


Muireann was truly shocked by the words, even though a part of her had almost expected them. ‘There’s nothing? Nothing at all?’


The elf shrugged again, obviously curious at the human’s reaction. ‘Nothing but that old scar. I’m sure there’s an interesting story with that.’


Old scar? Muireann thought, confused. She didn’t have any scars, anywhere. She’d broken an arm as a child, falling from a tree one of her brothers had dared her to climb, but other than that she’d mostly been the sort of child who sat and read books. Even the dragon attack on her farm had left her with nothing more than scrapes and bruises, sheltered as she was in the cellar. She opened her mouth to press Calla for more details then stopped, nodding and turning back to finish gathering treasure. What could she say really? She wasn’t sure herself what had happened and as much as she’d taken an immediate liking to the high elf, she had to remind herself that they’d only known each other for a very short time. She didn’t want Calla to think she was making up stories for attention or worse that she wasn’t in touch with reality. She wanted the other woman to like her.


She moved a bit away from Calla who had already resumed her own hunting and started looking through more debris. She’d already found enough that she was getting picky, trying to choose what looked like the best rather than just any gold or jewels she could find. She’d added a handful of coins, several elaborate necklaces, and what looked like a crown to her last pile when something caught her eye. It shone faintly in the dim light of the cave’s interior, partially hidden under a shield and some decaying pieces of wood. She moved the other junk aside to reveal a thick, flat green stone, slightly larger than an acorn.


It looks a bit like an emerald but not exactly, Muireann thought, as she scooped up the crystal.


The world went black. And then she started seeing flashes of scenes, like a dream but moving quickly from one to the next. Darkness. Fire. A heavily built castle with a man standing on the walls, clad in dark clothes, the green gem in his hand; below him an entire army writhing on the ground, blood flowing like water across the hard earth. Fire. A large town, the people running, screaming, then falling silently to the ground. Stillness. Darkness. Fire. An army marching across a plain, stopping, blue fire lashing out then dissipating, a green mist overcoming them; they fell screaming, bleeding from their eyes, ears, mouths…


Calla reached for her hand, and she twisted away, snarling, a possessive urge to protect the gem filling her. Lightning fast, Calla moved and knocked the crystal from her hand; Muireann felt a jolt of pain in her wrist, quickly gone, and an instant later the strange visions and violence left her.


‘Are you alright?’ Calla asked, anxious and obviously worried.


She looked at Calla in shock then down at her empty hand, back at the elf, then at the green stone now resting several feet away on the floor. The knowledge of what it really was flooded through her. ‘Oh no. Oh no, this is so bad.’


‘What is? What just happened?’ Calla asked, stepping away from the crystal. ‘You picked up that stone and then froze. I was worried you were having some kind of fit.’


‘It’s…I’m not sure I can pronounce the name,’ Muireann fretted, wiping her hands on her skirt. ‘It’s a weapon, an old magical weapon from the first civilisation, from the Aldovanan.’


Calla’s gaze sharpened. ‘That’s impossible, all the magical weapons from the Aldovanan were destroyed in the First War, when they annihilated themselves.’


‘Not all of them,’ Muireann said, frowning. ‘The High Temple in Verstla is supposed to have one of their magical relics, a healing crystal. And the elves have two of them, a healing crystal and one that shows the threads of the future.’


Calla grimaced. ‘Those aren’t weapons, though, not even the Foreseeing Stone. All the weapons were destroyed.’


‘Not this one,’ Muireann whispered, more afraid now than when she was facing down the dragon. ‘The dragon must have stolen it – oh!’


‘What?’ Calla said, looking unnerved now.


‘The dragon…’ she turned to look at the shining body. ‘This was Murjergalan. The Great Red One. But that’s impossible – it lives in the south-east, at the edge of the territory between Harnsben and Vreal. That’s…thousands of miles or more from here.’


‘Muiri, you need to take a deep breath and calm down,’ Calla said, reaching out and gripping the human woman’s shoulder. ‘Slow down and explain what you are talking about. How do you know the dragon’s name?’


Muireann did as she’d been told and took a long breath before answering. ‘Dragons are extremely rare creatures, as you know. They say that there were twenty of them created when the world was born, embodiments of pure magic. Seventeen still live…ah…’ she paused to glance at the corpse and made a face. ‘Well, sixteen of them now, I suppose. Anyway. They are immortal, except in the rare circumstances where they are killed. The ones still living have been alive forever, since the birth of the world. We have many conflicting stories about them, but mostly they are avoided, people don’t live where dragons are, because they are so difficult to kill. The only reason there’s so many settlements near this one is that it arrived 20 years ago, and people are too stubborn to move when it mostly only takes livestock.’


‘Right, I know all this,’ Calla said impatiently.


‘Well, what we do know about dragons is mostly bits and pieces of information in legends and stories. When I was studying dragons to…before I came here today…I read anything and everything I could find on them. And that included a very old children’s book, and that book had a story in it about a red dragon named Murjergalan who killed one of the most powerful mages of the Aldovanan. The dragon lived in what is now the border of Harnsben and Vreal and was blocking some military route the mage needed for the war, something like that, and he set out to kill it using this weapon, this magical weapon. But instead, the dragon killed him, and don’t you see? Everyone assumed the weapon was destroyed when the mage died but the dragon must have taken it the way it takes all the shiny things it finds.’


‘So, you killed the dragon who has been guarding a weapon of unfathomable destructive magical power for the last 10,000 years?’ Calla said.


Muireann took another slow deep breath. ‘I seem to have, yes. And touching that stone, it’s like it shows you everything you could do with it, how it could be used, and it was horrific, Calla. Just utter death to everyone it was used against.’


She shuddered and wiped her hands against her dress again. Now that the stone’s spell over her was broken she was horrified at the visions she’d seen.


‘Why wasn’t the dragon affected by it?’ Calla asked, frowning at the stone on the floor.


‘I can’t be sure but…Maybe it’s because dragons are animals, and aren’t intelligent enough to direct magic, beyond breathing fire. Maybe it’s because the stone’s magic was too different from Murjergalan’s. Although I’d guess that it’s most likely because dragons are purely magical beings. They can’t be killed by magic and probably can’t be affected by it either. That was the mistake the mage made, assuming his weapon was powerful enough to do what other magic couldn’t.’


‘Hmm,’ Calla said thoughtfully. ‘Sounds like the arrogance of the Aldovanan alright.’


‘It’s that arrogance that led them to destroy themselves,’ Muireann agreed. It was well worn old history, the stories of the first civilisation in the First Age that had grown so powerful and so fluent with magic that they had utterly destroyed themselves with infighting and civil wars. ‘But that’s not the point here. The point is that for whatever reason the dragon wasn’t affected by the stone and has kept it for all this time, but since the dragon had it no one who could wield it could get to it.’


‘Until now.’


They both glanced down at the stone. Sighing, Muireann said. ‘We can’t just leave it here. If anyone finds it they could, no they will, unleash absolute devastation using it.’


Calla frowned, for once looking utterly serious. ‘And anyone who finds it will use it from what you’ve said. No, that can’t be allowed to happen. We haven’t had a major war since the empire was established in my great grandparents’ time.’


She was talking about events that had occurred more than two thousand years ago as if they were far more recent history and Muireann was suddenly reminded about one of the main differences between elves and humans – humans lived at the utmost a hundred years, but elves usually saw at least a thousand. It seemed jarring to hear the founding of the ruling empire discussed that way, even for Muireann who had some casual acquaintance with elves and had experienced their odd way of talking about time before. Then again, Muireann thought, if dragons were capable of higher thought, they’d probably feel much the same way about all civilisation, compared to their own lives which stretched back to the very beginnings. It was an odd thought, and she wasn’t sure why it had popped into her head. I’m just feeling guilty about Murjergalan’s death, she thought uneasily, pushing the idea away. She cleared her throat into the thickening silence. ‘So, what do we do now?’


Calla sighed heavily. ‘We can’t leave it here for anyone to find. I suppose the only thing for it is to bring it with us.’


‘Are you mad?’ Muireann retorted, although she had to admit a part of her wanted to keep the stone with them, although she didn’t know exactly why.


‘Possibly,’ Calla shot back, grinning again. ‘Definitely if you ask my family. But my sanity aside I don’t see that we have any other option. We can’t leave it here. Hiding it is as much of a risk as leaving it anywhere else, because who knows what ill chance might work against us? And I assume we can’t destroy it, or you’d already have suggested that.’


Muireann shook her head slowly, feeling the warmth of the Dragon Stone heavy against her heart. ‘If there is a way, I don’t know of it. The other Aldovanan weapons were destroyed by each other, in great battles as far as the stories go. This one was assumed to have been destroyed in the dragon fire that killed the mage wielding it, but obviously dragon fire doesn’t damage it any.’


‘Obviously,’ Calla agreed drily. ‘Can it be destroyed with any magic that does exist in our age?’


Muireann hesitated, then shook her head. ‘I don’t know. The only other relics that survived are obviously more helpful, and I don’t know any stories of anyone trying to destroy them. Most if not all the old Aldovanan magic and the knowledge of it was lost long ago.’


‘Mmmm,’ Calla agreed. ‘It’s passed out of even elven memory, not that I’m any expert in magic. So, you don’t have any ideas about destroying it?’


‘Not off the top of my head, no,’ Muireann said, biting her lip.


‘Well, you found a way to kill an immortal dragon, perhaps you can sort this problem out as well.’


Muireann almost snapped back that killing the dragon was different, but she stopped herself, looking slowly over at the red dragon’s body. She nodded thoughtfully. ‘I researched everything I could find on dragons, I suppose I could take the same approach here, research everything I can find on the Aldovanan and their magical weapons. It’s a place to start anyway.’


Calla nodded decisively, as if the decision had been made. ‘Then let’s find a safe way to transport this – I think I saw a lady’s compact mirror in this mess that is big enough to fit the stone in it – we can scoop it into that and seal it shut. Then we get everything we are taking together and head for Verell to spread word of your heroic deed and enjoy some of this gold.’


Muireann nodded, her mind already on what references she might be able to find for this new project. ‘There’s a bookseller in Verell who may have useful texts.’


Calla rolled her eyes. ‘Fine, but priorities. First new clothes, then a good meal and bed, then we can find your bookseller.’


‘How exactly are the two of us supposed to carry all of this out of here anyway? Even one bag is too heavy to carry far.’


‘No worries, Muiri,’ Calla said confidently. ‘I found a handcart that was almost entirely intact. We can repair it easily and take turns pulling it.’


‘We’ll be a target for bandits of course,’ Muireann couldn’t resist pointing out. ‘The two of us pulling a cart laden with treasure. It’s a bit conspicuous.’


Calla laughed. ‘I have a plan for that as well. We’ll cover the bags with more fabric we scrounge up in here, make it look like we’re ragmen – or women as it were – selling old cloth. We certainly look the part right now and there’s enough of that sort on the main trade routes and in cities no one will look twice at us. Once we’re in the town we find a banker to exchange the coins and open an account for you and a jeweller for the gems and jewellery.’


‘I doubt there will be a jeweller in Verell that can take so much as this.’


Calla shrugged, obviously not worried about it. ‘Then we keep what we can’t sell until we get to a bigger city. And don’t worry about our safety, I already found a very good sword in this mess, and you have your bow. If you can take down a dragon with it, you can certainly handle highwaymen.’


Muireann must have looked dubious at that because Calla went on. ‘And once we are better outfitted if it comes to it, we can hire a sell-sword to guard us as well.’


‘A mercenary?’ Muireann said, not liking that idea at all even though her knowledge of mercenaries mostly came from books and stories of great battles.


‘I’m a mercenary you know,’ Calla pointed out. ‘Or at least I was. With this turn of luck I won’t have to sell my sword for a while, and we can live comfortably. Just think of it, Muiri, travelling the world, seeing all the great cities, eating the best food…’


‘Lugging around a deadly magic weapon,’ Muireann said, although she was already excited about the picture Calla was painting.


‘Why do you think we’ll be travelling? It’s the perfect way to do your research without arousing any suspicion. We travel about and you can see all the great libraries and if you happen to look at books on the Aldovanan while we’re there, who will know?’


Muireann found herself nodding, a smile spreading across her face. ‘That sounds…fun.’


‘Oh, it will be,’ Calla said, smiling back. ‘I didn’t barely avoid death by dragon not to have some fun now and you, Muireann Dragonslayer, definitely deserve to celebrate. Why I’d wager we won’t have to buy our own dinner or drinks for months just telling this story – minus the magical death crystal part, of course.’


‘I’m not sure I like that name,’ Muireann said hesitantly.


‘Dragonslayer?’ Calla shrugged one shoulder, already turning away to retrieve the compact she’d mentioned to secure the crystal. ‘What were you called before?’


Muireann blushed. ‘Muireann of Gorseview. It’s my home village.’


‘Meh,’ Calla said, distracted for a moment getting the crystal into the compact, careful to avoid touching it, and using her strength to bend the metal so it wouldn’t open. ‘It’s not a bad name but it hardly fits a woman who killed a dragon and rescued an elven mercenary from certain death.’


‘You’re very dramatic, you know that?’ Muireann said, fighting back a giggle. Calla tossed her the compact and Muireann quickly shoved it into her belt pouch.


‘Admit it, that’s one of the things you like about me,’ the high elf said, still grinning impishly.


‘You know something, it is,’ Muireann agreed, finding herself unable to deny the strong kinship she felt with Calla. ‘It really is.’


‘Of course it is,’ Calla said, as if Muireann was just being sensible. ‘Now I think we’ve gotten the most valuable things here, and more importantly I doubt we can carry any more, so help me get this cart fixed and we can be on our way to adventure and fine living.’


Muireann moved to help pull the cart out from where it was jammed up against the wall, already starting to wonder what adventure would be like. One way or another she knew she could never go back to her old life, and she realised she didn’t really want to. Maybe, she thought tentatively as the two women set about repairing the cart, maybe this is exactly the new beginning I need.









Chapter 2 


On the Road to Adventure


Muireann and Calla travelled for three days, alternating between pulling the heavy cart along deer trails through the woods and using the roads that wound their way through the foothills around the small mountain the dragon had called home. At Calla’s urging Muireann hid her quiver and bow in with the old pieces of cloth they’d salvaged from the dragon, where she could reach them if she needed to but without them being obvious. Calla had hidden the sword she’d found in the dragon’s hoard the same way, creating the illusion of two poor women heading towards Verell to sell rags. Muireann had been nervous at first about being so vulnerable but as Calla had predicted the few people they met along the way took them for indigent women selling scraps and avoided them with obvious distaste. In the past this would have bothered Muireann, but between the obvious safety it provided them – they were no targets for robbery the way they looked – and the infectious happiness of Calla, who regaled her with tales of the high elf’s previous experiences on the road, Muireann found herself enjoying the journey.


At night they camped in whatever clearing they could find, cooking the small game Muireann hunted then sleeping under the cart, now with their weapons close at hand. It was rougher living than Muireann was used to but somehow Calla made it all seem like some grand game. Calla had an undeniable way of lightening the tedium with jokes, stories, and winding conversations. By the second day Muireann felt as close to the elf as she ever had to anyone back in her village; for her part Calla seemed to have adopted the human and always spoke of what they would do together in the future, as if they were unquestionably a team. Muireann liked it.


When they reached the outskirts of Verell she couldn’t deny she was excited to see what would happen next. The smell of the sea was strong here, as Verell sat along the western coast, and she relaxed at the familiar tang of salt air. The Dragon Stone still hung heavy against her chest and the green stone was a constant presence in the pouch at her belt, but despite it all for the first time in a long time Muireann felt hopeful.


The road was wider and busier this close to town and when the walls were in sight, Calla, who was pulling the cart, moved off to the side where they could rest for a moment and talk in relative privacy. Muireann leaned against the small cart, stretching her back, glad for the rest.


‘Now we need a change in strategy,’ Calla said cheerfully. ‘We can hardly expect to go into any of the shops or talk to the bankers looking like this.’


Curious about what she was thinking, Muireann nodded. It was true that after two days on the road their clothes, which had been the worse for wear to start with because of the dragon, were in a decidedly sorry state. On the other hand, they were dragging around a ridiculous amount of gold and jewels, and they could hardly just leave it sitting anywhere unattended. Even looking like a rag cart the chances were too high someone would get curious and poke into it.


‘What I propose is this,’ Calla said. ‘We find a quiet alley near to one of the shops and one of us takes a few of the coins and goes in and buys a pair of better dresses. It doesn’t really matter what as long as they fit decently well and look better than what we’re wearing now.’


‘That won’t be difficult,’ Muireann said, pulling at the hem of her torn dress.


‘Right. Then we take the cart as near to the bankers’ as we can manage, preferably behind the guildhouse, and we change into the better dresses. Then one stays with the cart and the other goes in and asks for the guildmaster.’


‘Will there be a guildmaster here, do you think?’ Muireann asked.


Calla shrugged. ‘There will be someone in charge. We just need the highest-ranking person. And we bring them out – actually it may be best if you do this part so if they question you or say the story isn’t believable you can show them the Dragon Stone. Anyone who sees it will recognise it for what it is. We don’t need them thinking we are trying to rob them.’


‘I see,’ Muireann said, resigned. ‘And then I bring them out and they can have the cart brought in and we deal with them from there.’


‘They get a ten per cent trade commission for converting everything so they should be more than willing to assist us,’ Calla said, with her usual confidence. ‘It will mean a small fortune for them. I have an account with the guild already and they can open one for you, so we will have a place to deposit most of the money.’


It all seemed a bit convoluted and silly to Muireann, but she knew Calla was sure it would work. They couldn’t wheel the cart in directly without getting a lot of attention and having half the town know they had so much wealth – even assuming the guards let them in the door pushing the unwieldy cart. They couldn’t risk leaving it alone in town nor stand outside and ask a banker to come out…although that last thought gave Muireann an idea. ‘Calla, we have a decent number of modern coins that don’t need to be changed. Why don’t we find an inn close to the bankers’ hall and get a room there? We can move the bags up from the cart without anyone needing to know what’s in them, bathe, dress, make ourselves more presentable and send a message to the guildhall requesting a meeting. It would make the process smoother at least.’
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