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Prologue:  On the development of Dragonology

To be honest, I had no intention of writing one dragon story, let alone an entire book of them.  After all, dragons seemed rather commonplace in fantasy, perhaps even a little clichéd.  I had nothing against them, indeed I quite liked a good dragon story – but I wasn’t planning on writing any myself.

But then an on-line magazine, Welcome to Wherever (sadly no longer with us, but fondly remembered) ran a short story competition on the theme (appropriate for the time of year, which happened to be Lent) of ‘Too Sweet to Eat’.

I scratched my head over that.  (I do that a lot, that’s why I’m bald).  No ideas came to me, so I decided I’d have to skip this one.

The next morning I woke up with a story in my head, shouting to be let out, and by midday the first draft of ‘The Tastes of Dragons’ was finished (and that included going to church, it being a Sunday).  As you’ll see when you read it, it fitted the theme of the competition perfectly.

But I couldn’t just leave it there.  After all, the dragon was still around, so there was more of the story to be told.  I pressed on with a sequel, which I then had to extend to a third story in order to finish the monster off satisfactorily.

But by then I had a character, Rimsey Stolworth, who is not the sort of girl you can easily ignore.  She had her own story to be told, and I would get no peace until it was done.

So my one-off dragon story extended itself into twelve, all of which eventually appeared online in ‘Welcome to Wherever’ – my thanks to the Editor, Mandy Ward, who kept on accepting the stories even though she actually likes dragons and wasn’t too happy with what Rimsey did to them!

Along the way, my own understanding of dragons developed.  It was essential that it should.  As Rimsey discovered, in order to kill dragons you must understand them, and in order for her to understand them, I had to understand them first!

Dragons, of course, have appeared in numerous stories, myths and legends, and have been portrayed in many different ways.  Sometimes evil, sometimes good.  Fire-breathing, flying, talking, intelligent: all of these, none of these, and perhaps other things besides.  Some dragons can be considered as iconic literary figures, such as Tolkien’s Smaug (from ‘The Hobbit’).  Others have made the crossover into Science Fiction, as with Ann McCaffrey’s ‘Dragonriders of Pern’ series.

Naturally, I have drawn on all these sources in developing my dragonology.  But I’ve tried as well to make them something other than just generic dragons and give them their own particular characteristics and their own history.  At the beginning of the series, they were just large and very nasty predators – but it turned out that they were a lot more than that.  And in the end, the real truth behind them surprised even me.

BOOK ONE

THE WAYS OF DRAGONS

The Tastes of Dragons

The Fears of Dragons

The Fire of Dragons

The Tastes of Dragons

Rimsey had suspected what might happen, and had taken what steps she could in preparation.  None-the-less, she turned pale and collapsed into a chair when the Mayor spoke the words.

“Congratulations, Master Stolworth!  Your daughter has been chosen to be the next Offering!”

Her mother burst into anguished sobs, her father went brick-red with fury.

“Damn you, Culthorne!” he roared at the Mayor.  “I know what this is about!  This is because I opposed you in Council!”

Mayor Culthorne didn’t even bother to be annoyed.  “Now, then, Stolworth.  You know perfectly well that the Selection Committee is a completely independent body.  If you have evidence of impropriety, you should make your complaints through the proper channels.”

The proper channels led back to the Mayor, of course, and would offer no hope at all.  

Father’s hands reached up as if to grasp Mayor Culthorne by the throat.  On either side of him, the Village Constables hefted their staves warningly.  Father subsided, despair replacing fury on his face.

“And there is the brave young lady herself.”  The Mayor continued, looking past Father and beaming at Rimsey.  “I hope you understand, my dear, that by your noble sacrifice, you ensure the security and prosperity of the village for another year.”

“Ensure your own position, you mean.”  Father snarled at him.

The Mayor gave him a bland look, but his eyes were hard and hostile.  “I am just the elected servant of our little community.”  He stated.  “What I do, I do for the good of all.  The dragon must be appeased.”  He turned to go.  “Monday next, at midday.”  He added over his shoulder. “Please don’t make me send the Constables for you.  I do so hate scenes....”

Father slammed the door, and slammed his fist several times against the hard oak.  “Security and prosperity be dammed!”  he shouted.  “The dragon is no more than a tool to support that man’s power!”

“We cannot let this happen!”  Mother moaned.  “Not to our Rimsey!  We must flee the village!”

“The Constables will be watching.”  Father said grimly.  “And no one will come to our aid, for fear of the dragon.  Or, rather, of the Mayor.  For he controls the Selection Committee, no matter what he may say about it!”  He shook his head.  “I should not have spoken up against him.”

“You were right, though!”  said Rimsey.  She had composed herself now, and went to comfort her mother. “By the fear of that terrible beast, Mayor Culthorne keeps himself in power and runs all to his own benefit!  It could be otherwise – there are Dragon Slayers to be hired, I hear – but the Mayor will not have it.”

“Aye – Dragon Slayers!”  Father’s eyes gleamed. “That’s the way to go!”

“No time to find one before Monday.”  Rimsey pointed out.  “Be rid of the Mayor, and it might be done, but there’s no opportunity just now.  And no, Father – you must not even think of facing that beast yourself!  Dragon Slaying is a skilled and dangerous profession.  Whatever the stories say, it is not to be undertaken without the proper training and equipment.”

“And how do you come to know so much of it?”  

Rimsey smiled.  “I have been reading on the subject.  When last we went to market at Danford Town, I found a book concerning dragons – for I feared that matters might go thus!”

Mother dried her eyes on her apron, and looked up with some dawning of hope.  “Oh, Rimsey – does this book tell us a way to save you from the beast?”

“Not directly, no.  But it gave me some ideas.... I did think that perhaps I should lose my virginity...”

“Rimsey!”

“Don’t be so shocked, Father.  Better up the duff than down the gullet, after all.  But in any case, it seems that it is merely a human tradition to sacrifice a virgin.  The dragon cares very little about the matter.  Any human flesh will satisfy it.”

“The Mayor has kept that information hidden!”  Father observed. “It would not suit him to be able to offer some criminal or ne’r-do-well!”

“But in any case,” Rimsey continued “I have discovered something more about the tastes of dragons, which may be my saving ...”

*

Monday dawned an incongruously bright and cheerful day.  

A few minutes before noon, Rimsey (attired in the traditional skimpy white dress) stepped out of her front door, to be met by the applause of the assembled villagers.  The applause was somewhat subdued, and accompanied by muted sobs.  

Rimsey had herself stood in the crowd in previous years, and fully understood the mix of emotions that they were feeling.  Dread of the terrible spectacle they were about to witness.  Relief that it was not themselves or a member of their own family who was about to be consumed.  And, she hoped, some sympathy for her and her parents.

She had made her preparations, but still felt a terrible fear churning in her guts.  There was no assurance that her scheme would work, based as it was on a brief passage from an old book.  Never-the-less, she stepped forward with resolve, and led the procession down the street and across the market place.  On other occasions, the unfortunate maiden chosen had had to be carried by the Constables, either paralysed by terror or kicking and screaming in panic.  She had decided that, if nothing else, she would at least approach her fate with as much dignity and courage as she could muster.

They passed by her father’s carpentry shop, and then in front of the village inn.  A number of villagers had been fortifying themselves there, and now joined in the parade.  Rimsey knew well enough that most would have preferred to avoid coming at all, but attendance was compulsory.

They left the village and proceeded up the little used track that led to the dragon’s cave.  The trail climbed slightly, and under the warmth of the sun and the heat of her exertion, she felt herself beginning to perspire.  A renewed wave of panic threatened to overcome her.  Her greatest fear had been that it might rain – the danger caused by salty sweat had not occurred to her.  But worrying about it would only make matters worse: she stiffened her resolve and continued on, doing her best to keep in the shade.

At noon precisely they reached the appointed place,  a broad meadow ending in a steep cliff with an ominously dark and cavernous opening in its centre.  There the Constables ceremoniously bound her to the stake, directly in front of the cave.  Her parents were led away to the public viewing area, whilst the Mayor and local dignitaries – his crony’s all – took their places on a stand especially erected for the occasion.

There followed a speech, in which the Mayor briefly paid tribute to Rimsey for her noble (if involuntary) sacrifice, and at greater length praised his own wise policies, which by securing and maintaining this Dragon, assured the village of protection and prosperity at such a small annual cost.

Rimsey concentrated on trying to remain relaxed.  There was no shade out here, but a gentle breeze had sprung up, cooling her skin and giving her some hope.  In any case, there was nothing more to be done now.  She was entirely helpless, and could only wait to see how matters progressed. 

At long last, the Mayor finished his speech, and the Ceremony of Summoning commenced, with a banging of drums and a blast of trumpets.

Deep within the cave, something stirred.

Drummers and trumpeters redoubled their efforts.  A rhythmic chant was taken up by the crowd, with the Constables beating the time with their staves.

Forth came the dragon.

Rimsey could barely keep from screaming, as two glowing red eyes appeared in the shadows.  The huge head then emerged into daylight, all grey scaly skin and massive jaws.  The great body, supported on long jointed legs and huge clawed feet, slowly followed.

Behind her, the chant broke up in a chorus of screams and shouts of horror – no matter that most had seen this same sight every year, it was still an awful thing to behold.  Even from a relatively safe distance.

For Rimsey, at such close range it was almost too much, as the jaws opened and a blast of fetid breath poured out from between the long fangs.  

And also came the tongue, purple and forked like a snakes.  It reached out, stroking her arms, face and hair, horribly warm and wet on her skin as it tasted her.

She shut her eyes fast tight and waited for the end.

There was a snort from the dragon, and the tongue was withdrawn.  

Rimsey risked opening one eye a small crack.  Though her vision was blurry with dragon saliva, she could see it regarding her with what looked like disappointment, or perhaps disgust.

Then it lifted its head and moved its gaze onward, seeking a meal more to its liking.

The next nearest source of meat was the stand where stood the Mayor and his companions.  The dragon moved off in that direction, strong muscles propelling it at a surprising speed.

Bound as she was, Rimsey could not see the stand, but she heard very clearly the sudden outburst of screams and shrieks, followed by the most awful crunching noises.  

Fortunately, the book had been accurate.  The dragon showed no special partiality for virgins, or indeed for females.  As the writer had informed her...

“The Great Wyrms will eat meat of any manner, and seem to especially delight in human flesh – be it young or old, male or female, maiden or matron, noble or commoner.  But they will not abide any sweetness in their diet, for such is upsetting to their digestion, and they will not partake of anything tasting of such.”

She licked the sweat off her lips, and could still taste the syrupiness of it.  Honey-glazed virgin was not to a dragons liking, it seemed.

The Fears of Dragons

The Dragon Slayers did not so much enter the village as burst on it.  

They thundered into the market-place at a full gallop - two of them on huge black horses, the third driving a large wagon at break-neck speed.  All tall, broad-shouldered young men, wearing crimson leather armour and with the hilts of immense swords jutting above their heads.

Villagers scurried to get out of their way, then turned to cheer as the Dragon Slayers charged across the open space – fortunately it was not a market day.  They turned and finally came to a halt with dust swirling around them.  One of them stood up in his stirrups. 

“Do you have a dragon problem?”  he bellowed.

“YES!”  shouted the village in response.

“You DID have a dragon problem!”  they were corrected.  “Now you’ve got the Cargayle Brothers!”

More cheers.

“Heroes and Dragon Slayers!” shouted another brother.

“Our Swords are your Solutions!”  added the third, standing up on the wagon.

The village went wild.  Even Rimsey, caught up in the atmosphere, added a cheer or two, although wondering how often the brothers had rehearsed their patter.  Perhaps she was overly cynical – but then again, the brothers horses were barely sweating, which suggested that their furious gallop had started not far out of the village.

Eventually, the clamour began to subside as people ran out of breath.  The village elders, whose plans for a more formal welcome had been sidetracked by the brother’s sudden arrival, now re-asserted themselves, and began the speeches. 

After the unlamented demise of the previous Mayor, it had been agreed that the office should be dispensed with.  The village leadership now fell to the Council of Elders.  This was for the most part a considerable improvement, but one downside of the new system was that civic occasions now generated several speeches instead of just one.  Each member of the Council felt it incumbent on them to say ‘a few words’ – and their understanding of ‘few’ could be vague.

Estimating that she had some time in hand, Rimsey took the opportunity to examine the Dragon Slayer’s wagon more closely.  Having been fortunate enough to survive a close encounter with the village dragon, she had developed a great interest in all things to do with the monstrous beast, and especially the slaying thereof.

The sides of the wagon were smartly painted, with graphic representations of dragons dying in various poses.  All well and good, she thought, but what of their equipment?  

Climbing up on a wheel, she cast a glance over the sides.

Rolls of netting, long spears, a large metal cage.  Not nearly large enough for their dragon, though.  Would the nets be strong enough to hold it?

A big crossbow-like device showed more promise.  The arms spread across the width of the cart, and there were several bolts next to it.  Rimsey examined it with interest.  At first glance, it looked quite powerful enough for the job.  But on closer inspection ...

“Impressed?” said a voice nearby.

Startled, Rimsey barely managed to avoid slipping off the wheel.  

One of the Cargayle Brothers – the youngest one, the wagon driver – was grinning up at her.  “Careful up there!”  he continued.  “Better let me help you down!”

He reached up to hold her waist, but was stopped by the glare he received.  “I haven’t finished looking yet.”  Rimsey said coldly.

“Then I’ll come and help you!” Unabashed, he swung himself smoothly up beside her.  Rather too close beside her for Rimsey’s taste, but there wasn’t a great deal of room on the wheel, so she abided it.

“I’m Aram.”  he introduced himself.  “And you are?”

“Rimsey Stolworth.”

He raised an eyebrow.  “Rimsey Stolworth?  Then you must be the one we heard of – the ‘virgin’ that the dragon wouldn’t eat!”

“That’s right,” she answered, coolly.  She didn’t like the way he said ‘virgin’.  “I smeared myself with honey.  Dragons don’t like anything sweet, of course.”

“Oh?  Well – lucky escape you had.  Usually, dragons prefer ‘virgins’ over any other meat.”

This time, the slight emphasis he placed on the word ‘virgin’ was re-enforced by a suggestive wink.  Rimsey’s tone dropped from cool to frosty.

“Actually, dragons will eat any sort of meat.  The idea that they prefer virgins is just superstition.”

Aram snorted, derisively. “Where did you get that from?”

“Morrin of Sharbly.”  

He looked blank. 

“He wrote “The Ways of Dragons.”  The classic text on dragon behaviour?”

Aram shrugged.  “Never heard of it.  Or him.  Thing is, see, - dragon slaying is a very practical business.  It’s not something you can learn from books!”

“And you’ve killed dragons yourself, have you?”

“Of course!”  He frowned at her scepticism.  “This armour – this is dragon leather from my first kill!  That’s a tradition, amongst Dragon Slayers.”

Rimsey ran an eye over it.  “From a red dragon, was it?”

“It was indeed!”  Aram leant towards her – which considering how close they already were, she thought unnecessary.  “They’re the fiercest sort, you know.  Very, very dangerous!”

“And very rare, I should think,” said Rimsey thoughtfully.  

“Oh, yes, very rare!” Aram put an arm round her shoulder.  “So you’re in good hands now.  We’ll soon sort your little dragon problem out, don’t you worry!”

The good hands she was in were a more immediate problem than the dragon.  A change of topic was called for.  “That big crossbow thing you’ve got there ...”

“The ballista.”  

“No, a ballista’s a torsion powered weapon.  What you’ve got there is basically just a big crossbow.  A Ruperts and Crombie Devastator Mark III.  Actually designed for siege work, but it was modified for dragon slaying – fifteen pound penetrator bolt with a steel-clad iron head.  And a bigger winch for faster reloading.”

Aram stared, open mouthed.  Rimsey continued.

“But it doesn’t look in good condition to me.  It shouldn’t be left strung like that – the tension will weaken it.  The bowstring’s frayed - you should change that before you use it.  And the trigger looks a bit rusty.  It needs oiling.”

“We don’t actually use it.  Well, not often.”  Aram blurted, dropping his hand from her shoulders.

“Oh, dear.”  Rimsey jumped down from the cartwheel.  “You may want to do a bit of work on it, then.  I think you’ll need it this time.”

The speeches having finished, the villagers were escorting the other Dragon Slayers into the Town Hall.  Which, due to some inspired civic planning, was also the main room of the village tavern.  By the time Rimsey managed to get in, the two eldest Cargayle brothers had been comfortably seated with large foaming tankards in hand, and were expounding on their skills and exploits.  The villagers hung on every word.

Rimsey managed to find her father near the front.  

“Looks like we’ve got the right people!” he whispered to her in satisfaction.  “That dragon should be shaking in its skin – it’s as good as dead already!”

“I’m not so sure,” she whispered back.  “They may not be as good as they make out, Father.  I’ve been looking in their cart ...”

Her father dismissed her concerns with a wave.  “Nonsense, lass.  These lads are professionals!  Marak, there – the eldest – why, he’s a Grand Master Dragon Slayer, no less!  Top scorer in the Dragon Slayer’s guild - twenty five confirmed kills!  Twenty five, Rimsey!  The others are nearly as good!  And not just any dragons, either – do you know what that red leather means?”

“Good quality dye,” she told him.  The words came out louder than she’d intended, and coincided with a lull in the Brothers’ speech.  All eyes turned towards her – including those of the Dragon Slayer’s.  Aram had joined his brothers, and was whispering in Marak’s ear.  They were both looking in her direction.

“So – you’re the famous Rimsey Stolworth, then,”  the elder brother said.

“Yes,” she admitted.  “Not famous, though.”

He laughed.  “Oh, but of course you are.  The ‘virgin’ that the dragon wouldn’t eat!”

Aram’s words, and said in the same tone, only more so, and with raised eyebrows on the word virgin.  There was a subdued muttering in the room.

“What do you mean by that?” asked her father, sharply.

Marak Cargayle smiled, and shrugged.  “No offence to the young ... lady,  but it’s a well known fact that virgins are a dragon’s favourite meat.  And I speak as a professional when I say that I’ve never heard this thing about dragons not liking honey.  No matter what some book may say!”

His implication was obvious, and Rimsey felt herself go bright red.  She also felt the gaze of the entire village turned on her.  Some of the looks – especially from the women – were disapproving.  Some from the men were more speculative.

Part of her wanted to turn and rush out of the room, away from the stares and mocking grins.  But Rimsey had other parts.

“Well, then Mr. Grand Master Dragon Slayer, tell me something – that red dragon leather you all wear – did you kill a red dragon each, or are you all dressed from the same one?”

Marak’s smile turned to a frown. “We each made our own kill and took the leather from it – as is the tradition!”

“Indeed?”  Rimsey gave him her sweetest smile. “Then please also tell me – in your opinion, as a professional, of course – what are the chances of all three of you managing to kill a red dragon – when no such beast has been seen in the past eight hundred years!”

There was a shocked silence throughout the room, and Rimsey pressed her attack.  “Not that I’m denying that it’s actual dragon leather, of course, - but it looks to me like ordinary dragon leather, dyed red!  How professional is that?”

The brother’s faces made a fascinating picture.  Shock, guilt, anger, all chasing each other over visages now as red as Rimsey’s had been – as red as their armour in fact.  

But anger quickly dominated, and Marak stood up, slamming down his tankard.  Before he could speak, however, one of the Elders cut in.

“Now then, Miss Stolworth – these fine gentlemen didn’t come all the way here to have aspersions cast on their character!”  Not a word about the aspersions cast on her character, Rimsey noticed, but she had no chance to say so, as Elder Barworth continued. “We do apologise on her behalf, Mr. Cargayle –  please excuse her, she did have a nasty experience with the dragon, and I’m sure that as soon as you’ve dealt with it, she’ll apologise herself!”

Marak shrugged.  “Very well then.  We’ll forget the matter ... as I was saying before, we don’t anticipate that just one dragon will take us long to deal with.  Tomorrow morning, if that’s good for everyone...  As discussed, we’ll fix the price after we’ve killed the beast and skinned it.  The head, claws and hide will be ours, but the meat can go to the village – I daresay we’ll have a nice little feast tomorrow night!”

That speech was met with renewed cheers.  “And for a good many more nights to come, I should think!” someone shouted from the back, bringing more laughter.

“Don’t get your hopes up!”  Marak replied.  “There’s not usually that much meat on a dragon.  Enough for everyone to have a taste, perhaps.”

“Oh, you’ll get more than a taste from our dragon!” said Rimsey’s father.  A thought occurred to him.  “You have dealt with large dragons before, I take it?”

“Of course!”  Marak assured them. “Two ten-footers last year!  And Farad ...”  he turned to the middle brother “... how big was that one you killed in Hartsoath?”

“Fourteen foot we measured it at!”  Farad told him.  “But you had a fifteen footer the year before that, remember.....”

At about that moment, the brothers realised that the atmosphere had suddenly changed, and the villagers were looking at them with some consternation. 

“Ah – gentlemen – do I understand that the biggest dragon you’ve ever killed was – fifteen feet long?”  Elder Barworth said hesitantly.

Marak nodded.  “And that was one of the biggest in living memory.”  He looked warily round at the villagers.  “Are you telling me that this one here is bigger?”

The entire village nodded in unison.

“How much bigger?  Are we talking – sixteen feet?  Eighteen perhaps?”  There was a pause, that no one filled.  “Or even twenty?”

“Try fifty!”  Rimsey suggested.  

She took great satisfaction from seeing all three brothers with their mouths hanging open.

*

Rimsey fully expected the brothers to leave the village even faster than they’d arrived.  But, to their credit, they were still there the next morning.  

Indeed, they had risen early and begun making their preparations by lamplight.  Dragons, they informed the Elders, were not nocturnal creatures.  It was therefore best to set all in place before it stirred.  

In the early light of dawn, the villagers made their way out to the dragon’s cave, where arrangements were all but completed.  After the Elders had confirmed Rimsey’s estimate of the dragon’s size, they had dispensed with the cage.  Instead, nets had been strung across the cave’s entrance, in such a fashion that the emerging monster must be entangled in them.  Meanwhile, the Devastator Mark III had been set up facing the cave – wound, cocked and loaded.  

The plan, as relayed through the Elders, was simple enough.  The brothers would induce the dragon to emerge.  As it did so, the nets would ensnare it.  Whilst the dragon was helpless and immobilised, the Devastator would do its work – probably only a single bolt would be required, but others were on hand if needed.  The brothers would then move in with long spears and swords to finish the job, and dragon steaks would be served that evening.

Rimsey remained sceptical, but thought it best to keep her doubts to herself.  The village in general displayed more optimism.  However, the brother’s request to keep well back did not need to be enforced.

In the old days, a Ceremony of Summoning was performed to bring the dragon out to consume the sacrificial virgin.  Marak Cargayle had assured them that this would not be required.

“Just the smell of human blood will be sufficient to bring it forth.”  He informed them.  “Preferably, the blood of a young, virgin female.”  

Donations had been made by several of the villages young women.  Rimsey had pointedly not been asked to contribute.

It was with some mixture of feelings that she had observed the blood being sprinkled around the cave mouth.  While she was very keen to see the dragon dead, she certainly wouldn’t enjoy seeing the Cargayle’s victorious.  Especially as it would add weight to their insinuations about her.

At any rate, there was little she could do about it, either way.  Along with the rest of the village, she settled down to watch events develop.

At first, things moved rather slowly.  The virgins’ blood alone did not entice the dragon, and a long period of inactivity followed.  Eventually, Aram Cargayle was sent for a sheep, and the unfortunate creature was summarily executed at the cave entrance.

Still to no avail.  Rimsey mentioned to her father that the dragon might not be very hungry – it had, after all, recently consumed the Mayor and several other civic dignatorys.  This theory was circulated around, and in due course, mentioned to the brothers.  With some reluctance, they began clashing sword blades to awake the creature, and then called for drums and trumpets.  The crowd joined in, with a steady chanting.  It was starting to seem remarkably like the Ceremony of Summoning.  

Whether or not the smell of blood had finally aroused the monster, or the clamour had penetrated the depths of the cave, success was achieved.  From deep within the gloom, a low pitched rumble sounded, cutting through the weak human sounds and silencing them instantly.  

There was a ponderous scraping, a rasping of thick skin across rock, the noise of something very large moving in a confined space.

The Cargayle’s stood ready, as the massive head, huge jaws and long fangs appeared at the cave’s entrance.

It was at this point that the brother’s carefully prepared plan began to go awry.

Instead of obligingly charging forth and entangling itself, the dragon paused at the entrance, and nudged the nets suspiciously.  A long tongue darted out to taste them, a claw was extended and poked through the holes.

To give them their due, Marak and Farad were not lacking in courage.  Long spears in hand, they ran forward, jabbing through the nets in an attempt to provoke the beast to action.  

Their efforts were rewarded only too well.

With an earth-shuddering roar, the dragon lashed out.  A massive claw swept forward and round, rending the net in two.  In a smooth flow of acceleration the monster was through the hole and out in the open, sending spears and dragon slayers flying to either side.  Farad fell badly, a leg bent beneath him, and as he struggled to drag himself upright the long tail whipped out and hammered him back to the ground.  Marak landed better, rolled to his feet, and pulled his great dragon-sword free.  

“Shoot, Aram!”  he shouted in desperation as the head swung towards him.  “Shoot – NOW!”

Aram was already peering along the bolt, lining it up with the beast’s flanks as it turned towards the elder Cargayle.  He slammed the trigger down.

The Devastator Mark III gave a faint squeak as the bowstring jerked forward an inch or so. 

“ARAM!”  Marak swung a blow at the dragons head, as it came snuffling towards him.  The steel blade connected, but did nothing to stop the beasts progress.  “ARAM!” he shouted again.

“It’s jammed!”  Aram shouted back, pounding desperately on the lever.

“Help them!” one of the villagers shouted.  Rimsey, her father, and a few others ran forward.  Most of the village ran the other way.

Marak was jumping backwards, still swinging his sword but making little impression on the thick hide.  The dragon, ignoring the blows, strolled unhurriedly after him, sniffing at the dragon slayer.

Sniffing at the dragon leather!  Rimsey realised.  The dragon was puzzled.  It smelt another dragon, but saw a man.  And that confusion was all that was keeping Marak alive.

The villagers had gathered round the catapult, but their combined efforts could not free the jammed trigger.

“Wind it back some more!”  Aram ordered.  “Take some of the pressure off the catch!”

“No- wait!”  Rimsey shouted.

Too late!  The villagers were already heaving on the windlass, pulling the string further back.

The Devastator gave warning creak – then abruptly disintegrated with a sharp crack as the overstrained wood flew apart, hurling Aram and the villagers in all directions.  Rimsey had prudently ducked, and a flailing bowstring did no more than ruffle her hair.

The dragon, distracted by the noise, looked away from Marak, who took the opportunity to launch another attack.  Changing tactics, he lunged desperately with the point, aiming for the shining red eye in front of him.

The idea was good, but it relied too much on the dragon remaining still.  Which it declined to do, swinging its great head back
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