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He had to hurry.






  Giuseppe Piccoli, San Marino's attorney, took the two hundred silver soldi collected from the San Marino citizens and poured them from the collection box into his rucksack. His fingers shook, and a sweat broke out on his brow even as his stomach roiled. But what was he to do? His debt grew larger the longer he could not pay. And now they threatened the life of his children.




  This would solve all his problems, and the city lost nothing.




  For more than three hundred years the city threw away the coins collected for sacrifice offered during the Founder's Day festivities. Today, these garbage coins would help him and his family survive. The custom angered him, tossing good money down a well when it could be used for so much more.




  Outside the Consiglio Grande e Generale Municipio he could hear the revelers in the street.




  Merda. He had to hurry.




  The sun barely crested the horizon of Monte Titano, and some were drunk already. Where were the balesrieri, the crossbowmen?




  Preparing for the annual contest of course. They would be of almost no use to the republic today while they preened for the crowds and vied for the honor of best bowman. None would be standing guard this day.




  Perhaps he could use their preoccupations to his advantage. So busy with their own importance and today's contest, it's possible his early visit to the municipal building would go unnoticed. He could only hope, for his daughters' sake.




  From his rucksack, he pulled a bulging cloth parcel: his winter scarf, the four corners tied together to hold the contents. Two flicks of his thumbs and the knot unraveled, revealing a cache of small stones. None was bigger than his thumbnail, the size of a silver soldi. He lifted the edge of a red silk bag and thrust the stones in by the handful.




  When enough stones filled the bag, Giuseppe tied it off with a cloth-of-gold ribbon and put the bag in the safe. The Capitani Reggenti would sacrifice it to San Marino's dragon later in the day.




  * * *




  The silk bag tumbled end over end down the dry well, once or twice hitting the natural stone sides of the chute until it landed with a clink on top of a large pile of gold and silver coins, then rolled down the heaped mound to bump into the grey-green scales of a dragon's thigh.




  "At last," the dragon breathed, two tendrils of smoke rising out of his nostrils as gently as the first curls of steam from a teapot set to boil. He lifted his large head from slumber and blinked away the sleep.




  Salga di Alato stretched his neck, craning it back almost far enough to touch his raised wings.




  He extended one foot to hook the bag with a claw and drew it close. He held the heavy bag with his front feet, massaging it, then with a jerk of one hooked nail, undid the ribbon and upturned the sack with the other. Two hundred stones clanked against the metal and precious gems which made up his hoard.
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