Parnap, ObIBasblii BOUH, JJIsi KOTOPOTO
TaKO€ YYBCTBO ObLIO COBEPILEHHO HOBBIM U
HEOXKHMJIaHHBIM, TIOMBITAJNCS B3ATh Cce0s B
PYKHU.

— Hago  pemarb, kak Oynuem
NEeNUCTBOBaTh, — cKa3an oH. — [lonneHp He 3a
ropamu! S npeararo. ..

[Tpu 3ByKax KOMaHIHOT'O I'oJloca MPHUHIL,
Une3a u Jaxe OpByn 3aMETHO
npuoboapunuck. Ho anbd Bapyr B oTyassHuu
CTYKHYJ ce0sl JIaJOHbIO 110 JIOY:

— Cunel Benukue! Kakoit xe 4... uauot!
Kak xe s cpasy He BcnmoMmHun?! Ilpocto
HaBakaeHue!

— Thl 0 4eM? — HMCIYraHHO CHPOCHII
Parnap.

— Bcnomuun! — ¢ youteiMm BHIOM
oTBeTU]I AosieH. — BecnoMmHMi, Kak yoOuBaroT
npakoHoB! S Benp umTanm 06 »Tom! MBI He
CMOKEM HUYETO CHIEaTh: 3ps Moryoum ceods u
HE T[IOMOXXEM HECYacCTHbIM TOPOKaHaM.
JlpakoHa Henb3d yOUTh BO BpeMs BO3YIIHOM
atakd. OH COBEpPIIEHHO HEYSI3BUM IS
OOBIYHOTO OPYKHUS, €r0 HE OepyT Aaxe sapa
KaTanyJbThl! EnuHCcTBEHHBIN croco0
CIPaBUTbCA C HUM — 3TO BBICIEIUTH, T/IE€ Y
HETO0 JIOrOBO, MPOOpaThCs TyJa U CPA3UTh €ro
MEUOM U3 JApaKoOHbEro cepedpa. Jle3Bue
JOJDKHO BOWTH TOYHO B CEpALE, MPOHUKHYB
MEeXIy IUIACTHHAMM 4emyu. B tex mecrax,
i€ BOAATCS APAKOHBI, KAXAbI TOPOJ UMEET
CBOM 3aBETHBIM M€Y, €r0 BPYUYarOT repor0, 4TO
OCMEJIUTCS BBITU Ha OUTBY. OOBIUHO OpYXKHUE
XpaHsAT B 3amMKax win Parymax. Bunenn, OHka
BBITAIlIWIA €ro u3 pasBanmuH? Tenepp
NOHUMAETE, MOYEMY OHHM TAaK TOPONWIHCH B
Bennc?

Nnp3a HEYyBEPEHHO MOPTHYJIA.

— Yr10o0n1 UM 3artaTuin? 30ech KE BCE
paszopeno! Het! Hy nonymaiite camu! Jlpakon
CIIEPBA gnerur B Aymsiine, [IOTOM B
BenHc, a y’) OTTyzna B CBO€ JIOTOBO. 3HAYHT,
NOJKUJATh ero Hajo B Bennce! U nenbru Tyt
uu nipu yeM! Onu, TAM, moruOHYT ¢ YECTHIO.
Mer, 3JIECh, craneMm OeCCMBICICHHOM
KEpPTBOM!

Ragnar, who was a skilled warrior but
found such a sensation absolutely new and
unexpected, tried to pull himself together.
“Let’s decide our next steps,” he said. “The
noon is not far off! | suggest—"

At the sound of a superior voice, the
Prince, llsa and even Orwood cheered up
visibly. But the elf suddenly smacked his
forehead in despair. “Almighty forces! I’'m
such an... idiot! How did it slip my mind!
Why was | so blind!”

“What’s the matter?” asked Ragnar in
alarm.

“Now | remember!” replied Aolen,
looking desperate. “I remember how dragons
are killed! I’ve read about it! We’re helpless
here; it’ll be useless deaths for us and there’ll
be no chance to help those poor townsfolk.
You can’t kill a dragon in an air attack. They
are absolutely invincible for usual weapons
and they can’t be beaten even with catapult
missiles. The only way to defeat a dragon is to
locate its lair, get inside and stab it with a
sword made of dragon silver. The blade must
strike precisely in the heart, finding its way
between scales. Every town in dragon-
inhabited lands has its own sacred sword
which they give to the hero who has enough
courage to start the battle. This weapon is
usually kept in castles or town halls. Did you
see Enka removing one out of the ruins? Do
you understand now why did they hurry to get
to Velns?”

Ilsa blinked uncertainly.

“Did you think, to get paid? But
everything’s devastated here. No! Think for
yourself! Initially, the dragon flies to
Aulyaide, afterwards to Velns and only thence
to its lair. It means Velns is the place to wait
for it; money has nothing to do with it. If they
die there, it’ll be an honorable death. Dying
here, we’d only become a senseless sacrifice!”




Nnp3a cena Ha KOPTOUKH, CIIPATANIA JIULIO
B JIAJOHAX W 3aIiakana. Thxo, Kak moouras
cobauka, 3acKyJuiIa.

— bexum! — ckomanioBan Parnap. — Mal
JOroHUM ux! MbI TOTKHBI YCIIETh!

[ Lot uibwt k Benncy. He oguH. Psom ¢
HHUM eIlle MHOTro 4yero miaelio. Ho Ha TO, 4TO
HECIM BOJBI PEKH OT OeperoB Ayisiine,
Jdy4uie ObLIO HE CMOTPETb.

KaHcanoHIpl TUXO NEpPEeroBapUBaIUCh,
cuad Ko BceM cnuHOM. OHM HHKaK HeE
OTpEearupoBaJid Ha TMOSBJICHUE Yy MPUCTAHU
CBOUX 3allbIXaBIIUXCSl CIYTHUKOB — CJEIaIn
BUJ, Oynro Huyero He mnpousouuio. Ho
JepKaIUCh XOJIOJHO. Onbd Havdaax ObLIO
MPUHOCUTh HW3BUHEHHUS, HO JUCa PE3KO
obopBaa ero:

— Peueit CEroJIHs
MIPEIOCTAaTOYHO, a BpeMs YXOIUT!

— babka roBopuia, Ha TOHCK JIOTOBa
YXOJIUT HEJENs, a TO U OO0JIbIIEe, — BEPHYJIACh
K TJIaBHOM TeMe Mepuaut. — Jlaxe eciim TOYHO
3HATh HaAIlPaBJICHUE. ..

DHKa TOMOPIIUJIACH:

— Ham 370 He mogxonut. Yepes Henento
NpeAnpUsITAE YTpaTUT Bech cMbIca. Hekoro
CTaHET CIIacaThb. DTOT TaK HA3bIBAEMBIN ITyKHC
CJIUIIIKOM YK XHUIIHBIM.

— Hapno ero xakto mometuts. UTOOBI OH
OCTaBUJI CJIEJl, — Pa3MbIILIsLT XEIbI'U BCIIYX.

— Touno! — moaxBaruia DHka. — Koman
MPUKPENUTh K HEMY ABIPSBBIA MEIIOUEK C
yeM-HUOYIb CBHIITYYUM BpPOJIC 3€pHA, J1a Tak,
9TOOBI OH HE 3aMETHII. ..

Mepuaut paccMesiach:

— Tebe naBpbl Manbunka-c-najJpuuKa
MOKOSI HE Jar0T? 3€pHO pa3BeeT BETPOM IO
BCEM OKpYTre —3TO pa3. Ero MoKeT He XBATUTB,
HY>KEH HE MEIIOYEK, a MEIIOK — 3TO JiBa. U, B-
TPEThUX, KaK Thl COOMpaCHIbCsl HE3aMETHO
MPUKPENUTH €r0 K JIETSIIEMY JIPAKOHY?

— Ilpugyman! — pamoCTHO BO3BECTHUII

IMPOU3HCCIIN

Xeneru. — He Hamo HUKaKoro 3epHa.
PackosieM OOJbIION KaMEHb, MEIIOYEK C
o0JIOMKaMH TIPUBSOKEM K CTpene, a ee

COOTBETCTBEHHO MPUIINUIUM K IYKHCY.
UroObl KaMHHU BBIMAadd PaBHOMEPHO, 5
no3abouych. Jlake eciaum Ha ThICA4Yy IIaroB

Ilsa squatted, hid her face in the palms
and cried. She began whimpering silently like
a beaten dog.

“Let’s run!” commanded Ragnar. “We’ll
catch them! We should make it!”

The raft drifted towards Velns and it was
not alone. Many other things drifted beside it.
But one should better not look at what did the
river waters carry from the banks of Aulyaide.

The Cansalons talked quietly, sitting with
their backs to everybody else. They took no
notice of their breathless companions’ arrival
to the quay, pretending as if nothing really
happened; they played it cool. The elf would
start making apologies but the disa snapped,
“There had been enough speeches for today.
The clock is ticking!”

“Old Gran told it takes a week or more to
find a lair,” went on Meredith with the main
subject. “Even if you know the right
direction—"

Enka winced. “This will never do. In a
week, this adventure will lose its whole
purpose as there’ll be no one to rescue left.
This so called ‘pukis’ is much too ravenous.”

“We should mark it somehow. It’1l leave
a trace,” thought out loud Helgi.

“That’s it!” supported him Enka. “I wish
we could hang on it a torn bag filled with
something as free-running as corn and
somehow it didn’t notice.”

Meredith laughed at her. “Hop-0’-my-
thumb’s laurels still haunt your mind, don’t
they? Firstly, the wind will blow that corn all
over the place. Secondly, a mere bag may not
be enough, we need a large sack. And thirdly,
how do you suppose to hang it on a flying
dragon without being noticed?”

“I’ve got it!”” announced Helgi, happiness
in his voice. “Forget about corn. Let’s crack a
large rock, tie the sack of stones to an arrow
and pin it to that pukis. I’ll take care that the
stones fall out with equal frequency. It’ll be
easy to find the way even if | see one piece in
a thousand steps.”




MPUAETCS TI0 OTHOMY OOJIOMKY, 5 JIETKO HANTy
JOPOTY 110 HUM.

Ha »TOoM BOeHHBI coBeT oOopBajcs,
notomy 4to Wnp3a BOpyr CHOBa TOPBKO

pacruiakanack.  Cepama — OCKOpPOJIEHHBIX
HAa€MHHUKOB JIPOTHYJIM, U OHM MPHUHSUIUCH €€
yTelaTh.

Bennc 151 APXUTEKTYPOH, "

PacIOIOKEHUEM OYEHb OXOAUI Ha Aynsiize,
HO TOCTPaJiajl OH 3aMETHO MEHBIIIE.

— Hwuuero, ceroanss cpaBHSAOTCH, —
MPOPOYECKU U3PEKIIa JIUCA.

— B Aynaiine emy Oonblue Xpatb
HEYero, 3aMeTrcs 3ACHIHUMHU, — JOIOJIHUIIA
cunbduaa.

Ha ymumax Bemaca — u  Ha
pa3pylICHHBIX, U Ha YILEJICBIIUX — Illapuiia
cyera. OnHU TPY3WJId HMMYIIECTBO, JPYrue
KOMajau YKPBITUS, TPETbU — TOJUBAIHU
MOCTPOMKHU BOJIOM, TaCKAJIM MEIIIKH C TIECKOM,
AIUKA CO CTpellaMH, KaTWiM siapa Jyist
KaramynbThl. ['opon ObL1 xuB. [Toka.

Paryma nanuiack ObICTPO — APaKOH /0
HEe elle He J00palicsi, — 30JI0YEHBIN IIMWIb
ObUI 3aMeTeH wu3gajeka. be3 JIHUIIHUX
IEPEMOHUI BCA KOMIIAaHMS BBaJIWIACh B
KaOuHET OypromucTpa.

— Ckonpko paeTe 3a u30aBjICHUE OT
nyKuca? — Bplajauia DHKa ¢ opora, He TpaTs
BPEMEHU Ha TTPUBETCTBHUSL.

— II... mATBCOT K... KUBPOB 30JI0TOM, —
3aMKasCh, npobopMoTa OypromMucTp.
[TosiBeHME B TOPOJI€ HEBUAHHBIX U OTTACHBIX
C BHJAY CO3JaHUN JEMOPaJIU30BAJIIO €ro
OKOHYATEIBHO.

— Illectbcotr! — oTpe3anma DHKa, XOTH
MOHSATUS HE UMEela, MHOTO 3TO Wiu Maio. OHa
HE HaMmepeHa Opuila  JE€MOHCTPHPOBATH
OeCKOphICTHE, HaIpPOTHUB, pemia
MIPUIEPKUBATHCS TaKTUKHU MOBEJICHUS
HacTosiero HaeMHuka. Hasuno.

— Xopouo, — IIOKOPHO COIJIACHJICS

oypromuctp. — II... mecTbcoT.
— Kakue nokazarenbcTBa mpuHUMaeTe?
— CBex#ue KIBIKA U POTOBYIO YEIIYIO, —
HEYBEPEHHO OTBETHJ TOT. KaxeTcsi, IMEHHO
9TO TPHHOCWUIM TEPOU JPEBHUX JIETCHNI B
KaueCTBE TIOJTBEP)KICHHUSI COBEPIICHHOTO

This is where the war council broke as
Ilsa suddenly burst into bitter tears once again.
The hearts of the offended mercenaries
faltered and they came closer to cheer her up.

Both architecture of Velns and its
location were much like that of Aulyaide
though it suffered noticeably less.

“That’s not for long. They’ll become
alike today,” the disa predicted.

“There’s nothing to devour in Aulyaide
anymore so the dragon will turn on these
ones,” the sylph added.

Bustle prevailed on the streets of Velns,
both destroyed and undamaged. Some people
loaded their property, others dug covers, still
other ones watered buildings, carried sandbags
and boxes with arrows, and rolled catapult
missiles. The town was alive. For now.

They found the town hall quickly since
the dragon hadn’t got to it yet; the gilded spire
was seen from afar. The entire party bluntly
flooded the burgomaster’s office.

“How much would you give for getting
rid of the pukis?” blurted out Enka right from
the doorstep, wasting no time for greetings.

“F-f-five hundred k-k-kivres in gold,” the
burgomaster murmured stutteringly. The
emergence  of  never-before-seen  and
seemingly dangerous creatures in the town
demoralised him completely.

“Six hundred!” cut Enka short despite
having no idea whether it was much or little.
She had no intention to demonstrate
unselfishness and, on the contrary, she decided
to imitate the genuine mercenary behavior.
Simply out of spite.

“Deal,” submitted the burgomaster. ““S-s-
six hundred.”

“What evidence do you need?”

“Fresh fangs and mouth scales,” came an
uncertain reply. The heroes of ancient legends
seemed to bring exactly these as a
confirmation of the accomplished heroic act.




noasura. nu uro-to apyroe? bypromuctp He
Obl1 3HaTOKOM (onbkiopa. Ho, Buaumo,
CJIOBA €ro IMOMAJIM B TOUKY.

KyTkass pbDkasg JAeBHlla TOHUMAOLIE
KUBHYJa, [PHUIIEIbIbl  HANPABUIUCHh K
BBIXOJIY.

— 3! 3! — 3akpuyan OyproMucTp BCIe].
OH HEMHOTO ONOMHMJICS. — JIpakoHUil Med He
nam! Nmeiite B BUY!

— Co cBOMM XOAUM, — MPE3PUTETHHO
Opocuiia yepes IIeuo BbICOKas JIeBULA.

C Tem KOMMaHUsi MOHCTPOB YJaIUiach,
OCTaBUB O€IHATY MEpEBapHBATh MOCIEIHIOIO
uH(pOpPMAITHIO.

Or was it something else? The burgomaster
was not a folklore expert. But evidently his
words hit the bull’s eye.

The sinister red girl nodded as if she
understood him and the outsiders headed for
the entrance.

“Hey! Hey!” cried the burgomaster. He
came to his senses a bit. “I won’t give you the
dragon sword! Keep that in mind!”

“We carry our own,” spitted the tall girl,
turning her head over her shoulder.

And that is when the monster party left
the place, leaving the poor man to digest the
latest information.




