The arc had stopped glowing, and the red beam from the ruby disappeared. The question What was that? somehow immediately took a back seat to the exclamatory maxim Run like heck! You didn’t believe in magic? There’s proof for you! Is it alright that it’ll leave its mark on your ribcage?
The air over Andy lit up, his ears perked up at the sound of a very high-pitched, borderline ultrasonic, screech. The outlines of some kind of pentagram formed in the air above him out of nowhere. According to all indicators, the magic had decided to finish him off. 
Andy couldn’t manage to pick his butt up off the surface it had polished and get out of there, no matter where. The pentagram suddenly glowed, the bright light slashing at his eyes and the ultrasonic screech turning to a rumbling hum that made the walls shake. His body was overwhelmed with an incredible weight, pinning him to the floor. His arms and legs felt nailed down with invisible nails, and Andy could only stare at the pentagram descending upon him. 
“Aahhh!” he writhed with his whole body. “Let me gooo! I don’t want it! What is it? I’ll tear you apart!” Instead of his cries, a muffled rattle escaped his throat. The desperate attempt to free himself from the pentagram’s hold had no effect. It finally touched his body, and the glow went out as if it had never been. The weight lifted, and Andy sprang from the ground to his feet in one movement. 
Rage and a readiness to kill whatever might cross his path bubbled inside him. He grabbed a large thighbone of the dragon and began to destroy the remains of the skeleton with it. A few minutes later, all that remained intact was the skull. Wiping the ample sweat from his forehead, Andy looked around.
The room had changed. The dirt and dust buildup from many centuries had disappeared, and the room shone clean. Only the ruined skeleton, fallen stones under the hole in the wall, and dirty, bloody Andy, himself, spoiled the magical transformation. The coat he’d been holding was left somewhere in the ventilation pipe as he slid his way in here and his t-shirt was in rags, but his shoes looked good as new. 
Andy shifted his weight from one leg to another and let the enormous bone fall from his hands. It was strange; he wondered how he had been able to smash the skeleton. Looking at the bone he was gripping in his hands, he questioned why it had been stronger than the others. Andy looked at his hands and kicked the bone that lay on the floor—an ordinary bone. He was suddenly ashamed of what he’d done to the dragon. 
He turned from the destruction to find a way out of the room. He walked along the walls, examining the bas-reliefs and stone carvings as he did so. The stone images took his breath away. Dragons, people, judging from the long pointed ears, elves, and other creatures were depicted in full detail. The tiniest details were carved with meticulous precision. 
***
How much time Andy spent immersed contemplating the lives of the winged race and the other stone characters, he couldn’t say. He tried to turn away from the walls, but involuntarily, his gaze continually fixated on one or another of the carved images or bas-reliefs. He soon came back around to where he had begun—pretty hard to find any doors or other rooms. Either they weren’t part of the project, or they were scrupulously masked, which was most likely—maybe even by some magical password or passage only by aura. Andy scratched his scar. I could fail to find my way out of here until the second coming; then my skeleton would take its place beside the dragon’s mashed-up bones. How cute. The composition would be called…
“It won’t be called anything! I’ll get out the same way I came in!” The thud of pebbles falling from the ventilation hole had pulled him out of his thoughts and given him an idea.
Easier said than done. Let’s say I can get to the hole by climbing on the arc. What then? Then the challenges begin. How can I climb up the inclined tube? I don’t have claws! Think, man, think!
“What are you smiling at?” Andy kicked the innocent skull in frustration. Its teeth clanked noisily; the reflection of the internal violet light from the arc glinted across the fangs.
“Sorry, man!” Andy sat down in front of the dragon’s skull. He had no claws, but he had a substitute… “Can you share your chompers? I need them more than you do!” 
The fangs really didn’t want to come out of the skull. The second stone he used to try to pry them out was shattered to pieces with no success. He had one fang at his disposal; ideally, he would need three more. Andy struggled with them longer than he had spent smashing the skeleton. The fangs were in there good and tight.
They were sharp, and the inside edge was finely serrated; it cut no worse than a knife. I could cut my palms to shreds on these! Andy cut a few strips of fabric from his t-shirt with his pocket knife. Now, he just had to wrap the bases of the newly acquired climbing devices in fabric, and he could get going. He’d been there too long already…
***
Punch a fang in. Pull yourself up. Left, right, pull yourself up. Small crumbs and sand fell on his face. “Dang! It got in my eye again!” 
Andy punched a fang in deep with his left hand and got situated a little more comfortably, then wiped his eyes with his right hand. He didn’t know whether he would make it out or not, but the dirt, clay, and sand would last him the rest of his life if he did. Crunch. The fang in his right hand hit something hard in the dirt wall and broke. Andy reached for a replacement in his belt. Three teeth left; he had to be more careful.
The walls of the tube glowed with a ghostly light as if glow-in-the-dark mushrooms or phosphorous microorganisms lived in the depths and on the surfaces covered in dirt. Sand and little clumps of earth periodically fell on his head from above, and the little bits scratched his stomach, drawing blood. 
Punch a fang in, pull yourself up. Now the other hand, pull yourself up. Halfway there.
All kinds of stupid thoughts came to mind. Andy wondered whether he’d have a blister on his belly button or whether his belly button would be completely wiped into oblivion. Cowboys get blisters on their butt cheeks, and his situation was a lot worse than horseback riding. Fifty yards down, fifty to go. 
He saw his coat hanging there. Punch a fang in, pull yourself up. Right hand, pull yourself up. There’s my little coat. Did you miss me? He took hold of it and brought it with him, clenching it in between his teeth.
Another landing on the dragon’s bones would certainly end badly, if not fatally. I shouldn’t have smashed the bones. Not worth it! Don’t spit in the wind, especially if the wind is a dragon skeleton.
Roots, just like live tentacles, strove to hook onto his belt and prevent him from crawling up and out. They grabbed his hands and tried to poke at his face. It was no use; the robot Andy had become had a job to do. Punch a fang in, pull yourself up, punch the other one in, pull yourself up. 
Three-quarters of the way—the finish line… He sure couldn’t take a final sprint, but no big deal; he would go by the Olympic principle, It’s not whether you win or lose, but how you play the game that counts. He wished he could fix the fangs to his legs; his arms were already shaking quite violently. He caught his breath and kept going—punch, pull; the other hand, pull.
Andy got another portion of moist earth in the face. Good thing I shut my eyes in time. How much dirtier could I be? I’m already like Winnie the Pooh when he jumped in the mud before flying up to the honey!
It was hard not to mispronounce the poem with the coat collar in his mouth: “It’s a very funny sought that, if Bears vere Bees, zey’d build zeir nests at ze bottom of trees. And zat bein’ so (if ze Bees vere Bears), We shouldn’t have to climb up all zese stairs!”
Interesting, he thought, what kind of “bears” or “bees” dug out this “burrow?” Maybe they hired a red-eyed rabbit to do the job? ‘If I know anything about anything, that hole means Rabbit,’ he further quoted the childhood classic in his mind. ‘…And Rabbit means Company….’ Anything was possible. Momma “Cheshire” brought a bunny from the woods the size of a large dog. God-forbid he should meet such a fellow in the tube or one of the “bees” he was wondering about.
If they have rabbit like that here, what kind of elephants do they have? The size of a five-story building! And the fleas on these “pet” elephants would be the size of a car. Jump-crash, jump-crash, the jumping cars on the backs of friendly giant elephants….
He bumped his head on a big boulder. Stop. I made it, I made it! Andy better secured his footing and began to look for the gap between the boulder covering the hatch and the edge of the tube. There were no traces of one. How did so much dust, dirt and leaves get in here? Open up! Andy hit the stone with all his might until his knuckles bled. He heard a click above his head, and the boulder rolled to the side, revealing the opening and the darkening sky overhead. Evening already? The wind blew into the tube and howled above it; the moving roof sprinkled bits of dirt into the hole. Not waiting any longer, Andy climbed out of the trap. With the speed of the guillotine, the huge boulder rolled back into place, almost squishing his feet.
	Andy lay down on his back. His arms were stiff and seemed to buzz like a transformer. How much distance did I cover climbing up? About a hundred yards? I should probably get to the river and wash myself off… 
The sky brightened. The light blue edge of the rising planet appeared over the horizon. Andy sat up. What should I do now? Go down to the woods and look for the tallest tree I can find? Staying on the hill seemed like an incredibly bad idea. Andy would have to go out to the dark forest stockade anyway; better to do it sooner rather than when the nighttime creatures came out to hunt. He could orient himself by the light of the fire between the trees. Suddenly he stopped. You idiot! Fire! There are people there! 	
His exhaustion lifted, and he bolted downhill, hurdling over boulders, bushes, and fallen trees. If he had tripped at that pace, he would have been shattered to pieces. He raced, dodging in and out between the trees, not noticing the underbrush and cleverly threading through the thin trunks of the dense hazelnut trees. The fire was close by already. 
Andy ran right into some cords that hit him in the chest and blocked his way. He grabbed one of the fangs from his belt and began hacking away at the ropes. Faster, faster! What’s this? A net? He stopped at the very last second. What kind of people are they? Have you forgotten everything you were thinking about portal voyagers? 
Trying not to make any noise, Andy stepped back. His left leg tangled in the mesh of the sticky net. A couple of improvised dagger strokes, and his leg was free, but with a thin ringing sound, the thick thread that connected to the net’s mesh snapped.
An eerie roar came from somewhere off to the side. A dark shadow Andy took for an uprooted tree in the twilight suddenly grew larger. People began to scream excitedly; he heard snippets of orders being barked here and there. Shadows broken by the fire began to move and quiver in different directions. The dark shadow to the right stretched upward and lifted off the ground; wide wings opened on the background of the starry sky.
“A dragon!” Andy froze in a stupor. The powerful beating of the enormous wings pushed Andy back with gusts of air. He stumbled on one of the cords and, stepping carefully about to avoid falling, scrambled into the clearing and right into a pale-faced guy in a black frock.
A punch in the jaw snapped Andy out of his stupor. The thug put his foot in Andy’s stomach and let out a guttural cry. His face was distorted into a repulsive grimace. If Andy hadn’t studied hand-to-hand combat with Sergey, as well as archery, everything would have ended here. The lessons weren’t very systematic, as opposed to the shooting lessons, but it was some kind of self-defense. Instinctively, Andy jumped back slightly and tightened his stomach muscles to absorb some of the energy from the blow. All the same, he lost his breath for a few seconds, and a bloody film covered his eyes. A knife glinted in the man’s hand. He again cried something out to the others; people stopped. 
Andy took a long step forward to meet the hand that suddenly brandished a knife and, as Sergey had taught him, knocked the knife away. He leaned his torso away from another possible blow and, crouching, struck the guy in the liver with his right hand. The man wheezed. Andy felt something warm on his hand. His enemy seized the hand that hit him and squeezed it like a vice.
A lump of bile welled up in Andy’s throat. He had stabbed the man in the liver with a long dragon’s fang. I KILLED him! What now? The pale-faced man wheezed and collapsed to the ground. Andy stared in horror at his bloody hands. 
A blow to the back of his head caused a whole host of various-colored stars to appear. The stars went out, and everything went black…
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