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   Introduction

   A new day broke over the rocky hills of West Aldock. The thin mantle of lingering fog slowly began to disperse as the first red rays of the sun slashed across the purple dawn sky like bloody clawmarks. Silent tension hung like a taut bowstring across the late spring air. The omens were good.

   So thought the owner of the two pale yellow-green eyes observing this beautiful morning from a copse to the south. His thin reptilian lips curled into a smile that looked singularly out of place on his pointy grey-green face. All his life he had followed the sun. He had chased it to its origins in the eastern sea and now ruled everything between here and there. The time had come to follow it to its glorious resting place in the west. His eyes gleamed with delight at the thought of the conquests to come. Yes, destiny had called his name.

   And he was ready to answer.

  

 
  
   Part I: Saurahall
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   Astron looked around with absolute wonder. The pupils in his shimmering golden eyes narrowed to thin slits against the glare of windows in the bright morning sun as he did. So this was it: Saurahall. His father hadn’t been kidding when he had told him it was the finest city in the entire Realm of Cardolin. He had passed through several cities in his native South Country to get here. Some had been nice; others less so. But none were as nice as this one. A tingle of excitement swept down from the tip of his snout to the vestigial digits of his hind claws as he set off down the main street.

   Like most Alvarosaurs, Astron was slim and agile with a well-proportioned and fairly flexible tail. His scaly reptilian skin was a light green made slightly darker from long days in the sun, and like all males he had a low crest running from between his eyes to the base of his neck. His had attractively wavy peaks, though others’ could be spiky, ridgelike, or smooth. He was a bit taller than average and had a pair of almost matching scars running the length of his forearms from a childhood accident. Otherwise his appearance was not that notable. At least, he didn’t think so.

   In his vibrant new surroundings, the wide-eyed farm boy found his head turning this way and that to take everything in. His ear slits were assaulted from a hundred directions at once by the bustle of the thriving morning market, and his eyes by the many colourful wares being sold. He watched in awe as a massive covered wagon lumbered past, hauled by a couple of huge cow-like creatures he had never seen before. He couldn’t wait to tell his father about this!

   Such was his interest that he promptly found himself knocked flat on his rump as a dino in a bit of a rush smacked into his shoulder.

   “Oh! I’m terribly sorry there, lad,” said the other, an Alvarosaurus of middling years, as he helped him up. “How very clumsy of me.”

   “No, it was my fault,” said Astron dusting himself off. “Wasn’t watching my step.”

   “Ah, yes. Not a good idea this time of day.” He gave the youngster a quick inspection. “You’re not from around here, I’ll wager. South Country, perhaps?”

   Astron nodded. “That’s right.”

   “What’s your name then?”

   “Astron, sir.”

   “Astron, eh?” He extended his claw. “Captain Humphreys at your service.”

   Astron’s eyes widened as he shook the proffered claw. “Captain of the Guard!”

   “Guard? No, Saurahall Defence Force. At any rate, what brings you to our fair city just now, hmm?”

   “I was looking for the Palace.”

   “Well, you’re certainly on the right course then,” said Humphreys, turning to point the way. “It’ll be the rather towering structure at the end of this street. Can’t miss it. I could walk you there if you’d like.”

   “No, don’t trouble yourself, sir.”

   “Right. Well, good day then, Astron.”

   And in a flash the officer was gone.

   Astron tried not to look too embarrassed as he proceeded. Not five minutes in town and he had already quite literally rubbed shoulders with an officer of Saurahall. He wished he hadn’t looked like such a donkey in front of the fellow, though at least he’d been polite enough about it. His father had been right about that too: The citizens here really were friendly sorts, and the sense of community was incredibly strong.

   As he ambled down the avenue he tried to keep an eye on where he was going while still taking in the interesting and in some cases downright beautiful sights and sounds that made up Saurahall. Even with its impressive array of paved streets and sturdy stonework, it was not an enormous city by most standards. The atmosphere of natural beauty provided by its numerous patches of greenery complemented nicely the aura of safety projected through its high, solid walls. And despite its ancient foundations, the air was alive with possibilities. Yes, this was definitely the place for a young dino to get his start. And there, just ahead, was his starting point.

   He stopped at the opposite corner a moment to admire the grand façade of the three-storey Palace at Saurahall. The gates were guarded, but wide open as though anticipating his arrival. Here at last was his destination, his reason for making the week-long journey from home. He checked his pocket to make sure he still had the letter of recommendation written in the nearly illegible scrawl of his father. Yes, there it was. Astron did not know exactly what it said, for despite his mother’s best efforts, written words remained but a jumble of scribbles to his mind’s eye. But he knew it would help him, and that was what mattered. He adjusted the battered old sword at his right side to make a good first impression. All set! And so, heaving a sigh from his broad, well-muscled chest, he started across the busy way.

   As he came to the open Palace gate, a spear-toting Alvarosaurus wearing a leather jerkin with the emblem of the king upon it accosted him.

   “Greetings, young sir,” she said with a toothy smile and a lazy salute. “What brings you to the Palace this fine morning, eh?”

   “I came to see the king,” replied Astron politely. “I have a letter for him.”

   “A letter, you say? Can we see it, please?”

   “Certainly.” Astron pulled it out and passed it to her. She opened it up and read it aloud to herself in a low murmur. But Astron was far more interested in the second guard. He was much younger—Astron’s age minus maybe a year or two—but had a solid build, especially in the legs. They were the legs of a runner. And he had keen, observant eyes besides. They were certainly keen in observing Astron, anyway. He smiled at the youth, who smiled warmly back as the first guard finished reading.

   “So, you’re Argon’s lad, are you?” she said, giving back the letter.

   “Hm? Oh! Yes, I am.” Astron nodded. “You knew him?”

   “Not really. He resigned a couple days after I joined. But find a guard here what doesn’t know who old Argon is.” She winked, then nodded at her companion. “Take him in, Johnny. The king’ll be pleased to see you, I’ve no doubt.”

   “Thank you, miss.”

   “Right this way, Astron sir,” said Johnny in a most amiable tone. “You’ll like it here, I think.”

   “Thank you. I’m sure I will.”

   The young guard headed off toward the impressive rectangular keep. Astron followed through the gate and into the grassy front courtyard of the Palace at Saurahall, his tail giving a rare twitch of excitement along the way.
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   Many miles away beneath the same rising sun, King Edward of the Saltrak was wide awake with his advisors. There were six of them all told. They sat gathered around a campfire in a more heavily wooded region of West Aldock, just a few miles from the border with Cardolin. Most of Edward’s soldiers were asleep at this hour, preferring not to roust themselves before noon. And normally these chieftains would have been too. But circumstances were different today. Something very special was happening that no one among the higher officers wanted to miss: King Edward was holding a council of war.

   The rather mysterious Edward of the Saltrak was not a king in the usual sense—with a crown, a sceptre, and a throne—though he hoped soon to remedy this. Known widely as “the Slayer,” King Edward was a most brutal and savage kind of ruler, willing to do anything to attain his goals. His methods of death and destruction were widely known throughout every kingdom south of the Sauragian Mountains. For although he did look after his subjects, he did so solely because they were a means to power—his one and only true love. The only reason he was called a king at all rather than just another warlord was that he had successfully united the bickering tribes of the Saltrak into a single fighting force. With him at their head they had conquered first East, then West Aldock, pillaging and plundering the rocky scrubland realm along their way. Now, with his tribes solidly behind him, King Edward the Slayer had set his sights on the crowning jewel of them all: Cardolin.

   He cast an eye about these, his most loyal followers, sitting in a semi-circle before him. These six chieftains and the tribes they led were mostly Gorvosaurs—who were much like Alvarosaurs, save for their stouter limbs, darker greyish green scales, and more warlike attitudes—and a few Alvarosaurs whose lifestyles and attitudes had led them far astray from the roots of their noble species. Edward himself was of the Gorvosaurus bunch: one of the biggest, toughest around. Merely casting his inscrutable pale green gaze over one was enough to make a dino shudder, and none dared challenge him when he did. His subordinates leaned in and listened intently as he spoke.

   “I have had visions of late, my warriors. Visions of great things.” He paused to allow someone to ask the obvious: “What sort of things, lord?”

   “Wealth, power, position,” replied Edward with practised coolness. “All just waiting to be attained, and in our near future at that.”

   “Where do we get all this, lord?” inquired the nearest Gorvosaurus, a somewhat dim-witted creature named Yarwig.

   “In the place we’ve not yet entered, Yarwig. The rich lands of the west beckon us. Cardolin is ready to fall, and once we have conquered it, all of its treasure and prestige will be ours for the taking!”

   There were murmurs and grunts of agreement from everyone around the campfire. All except one whose name was Carl. Carl was an Alvarosaurus—the only one to be chieftain of a tribe—and therefore not well liked among the leaders’ circle. He was stubborn and contrary at times, but because he was also clever and ruthlessly efficient, Edward kept him around.

   “And how do we know Cardolin is ready to fall?” he questioned. “When last I heard, Saurahall was still the seat of the king, and will be well defended, I should think. Not to mention the other massive cities to the north.”

   Edward gave him a withering stare, which silenced him. Even Carl knew better than to challenge him when in that mood. He was not called “the Slayer” for nothing. When he was forced to look away, Edward continued his speech.

   “Ulric,” he went on. “I understand your warriors are getting a little restless?”

   “Aye, lord.”

   “And yours too, Yarwig?”

   “Aye, lord. They’ve been wanting to move on for a good while now. They’re just spoilin’ for a fight.”

   “Then we must appease them,” said the barbarian king with a sagacious nod. “My chieftains, summer begins in two weeks. And with it begins our greatest conquest. We will cross the river Andarus and move into Cardolin. We will strike deep into the heart of the kingdom and claim it for our own. We will lay siege to Saurahall and it will fall.” He glanced pointedly at Carl as he said this. “The weaklings of Cardolin have not fought a war for a long time now, and our host greatly outnumbers the defenders of the famed Saurahall. Once it is in our claws, the other cities of Cardolin will crumble before our very presence. Mark my words, my brethren, by the time winter’s first snow falls…Nay, ere autumn’s first brown leaf falls, we will be living comfortably in our new home with the entire Realm of Cardolin in our claws!”

   Several hoots and sniggers arose from the six chieftains as they imagined the wealth and plunder that awaited them beyond the river to the west. They trusted and admired every word of their benevolent lord, King Edward the Slayer.
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   King Henrik of Cardolin sighed as he cast his eyes over the two guilty parties in front of him. This was the third time in a year not half over. It was the same old story and he was getting tired of hearing it, especially with so many bigger issues crying for his attention. He looked first to the taller of the two and spoke, his voice calm and steady in spite of his flaring temper.

   “Robert,” he began. “I understand you and Alfred here have had some sort of disagreement…again. Tell me, what was it over this time?”

   “Well, milord,” said the well-mannered Robert, casting a spiteful glance at his fellow culprit, “this chap here, in a rather rude manner, brushed my shoulder. I gave him the benefit of the doubt and apologized like it was an accident, but he wouldn’t let it lie. Jolly well insulted me and my father with some choice words. So, I gave him a good ole right cross, and it sort of took off from there.”

   The king gestured toward the other, who wore a sour glare almost regularly on his pale green face.

   “Well, Alfred? What do you have to say for yourself?”

   Staring fiercely back at King Henrik, he announced smugly, “So what if I did? The clumsy clod should have watched where he was going. My father says…”

   “Enough!” bellowed the king, slamming a fist down on the arm of the throne. He rose to his full height, which was nothing to scoff at, and continued on his tirade. “Your father has nothing to do with this, Alfred Redding. Your actions are your own now. You’ve been told about starting fights with your fellows. The leniency I have shown you since you first joined the Guard has run thin, and I will not tolerate this sort of foolishness in my keep any longer.” He stopped and turned on the other, who had been keeping up his accusatory looks at Alfred.

   “And you, Rob,” he opened up. “You, too, should know better by now. Just because duelling is not allowed without my approval does not mean brawling is a more acceptable alternative for settling your differences. Why must you let him bait you into it every time?”

   “Well sir, I…”

   King Henrik cut him off by holding up a claw.

   “On second thought, I’d rather not hear it.” He sighed, then proceeded in a more controlled tone. “It is clear to me that you both require some lessons in civility. You will turn in your swords to the chief quartermaster immediately, and will be placed on cleaning duty for a month. When you have learnt some decency, you may be returned to your old posts.”

   Rob meekly accepted the punishment and bowed his head in shame. Alfred, however, was livid, and willingly said so out loud.

   “You can’t do this! This is servant’s duty. My father will hear of this, and when he does…”

   “I will hear no more out of either of you!” roared King Henrik. “Go now!”

   Even Alfred knew better than to challenge his sovereign when he was like this. The king might be old and slightly hunched now, but he had been a fearsome fighter in his day, and still practised with his big broadsword regularly. The wild glint in his eye when thoroughly riled still echoed of those days, and was enough to make even the bravest avert his gaze. The two miscreants took their leave without further comment, followed by the stifled giggle of Princess Alyssa, who stood right behind King Henrik’s throne. She loved it when her father gave others a dressing down—especially Alfred.

   As soon as the door had closed behind Robert and Alfred, the king sighed and shook his head.

   “When will those two ever learn?” he questioned aloud.

   “When they receive their lessons from a sterner teacher,” answered Richard Torilis, Henrik’s closest friend, advisor, and Captain of the Guard.

   “Richard, my old friend,” he spoke to the handsome middle-aged dinosaur with wavy crest. “How do you mean sterner? I was just wondering if, perhaps, I was not a bit hard on them just now.”

   “That is exactly what I mean, Henrik,” replied Richard, the only dinosaur who could use the king’s name on its own without fear of reproof. “Admittedly we are all young and foolhardy once, but that does not excuse us from growing up sometime. You did well, my king.”

   Just then a guard entered the chamber, bowing before he spoke:

   “My lord, one of the gate guards has just arrived with a lad from the country who says he wishes to see you. Says you knew his father.”

   “His father?” repeated the king. “Who is this dinosaur?”

   “Sturdy young bloke named Astron. Warrior type, by the look of him. Shall I let him in?”

   “Yes, of course,” replied Henrik, and the guard made his exit. He soon returned with the dusty, lanky form of Astron following. His claws clicked noticeably on the stone-tiled floor as he strode into the centre of the court. The young Alvarosaurus felt a little embarrassed with so many eyes on him, especially considering how he was presently dressed. But he carried on as his father had instructed with head held high. He stopped and knelt gracefully before the king.

   “Rise up, stranger,” spoke the king using his more common, friendly tone of voice. Astron did as instructed. “Now, tell us all what you want here, and who is your father that I should know him?”

   “I am Astron, son of Argon. My purpose is explained in this letter my father wrote for you, sire.” He took the letter and held it out.

   “Fetch it for me, would you Richard?” requested the king.

   While this exchange took place, Astron noticed the king’s daughter glaring at him imperiously from her exalted place behind the throne. He fleetingly wondered what someone so pretty had to look so sour about, but maintained an impassive face as he continued to survey the whole court. He watched as King Henrik read the letter slowly, a broad grin spreading over his face.

   “This is Argon’s script, all right,” he chuckled as he finished. “Never could spell worth a frog’s eye.” Even Richard managed a curt smile at this. “He says that you are his only son, and that you have come to seek a place among my Guard. Is that correct?”

   “It is, sir.”

   “The sword at your side I recognize as his. Can you wield it?”

   “I have some knowledge, sir.”

   Henrik laughed aloud now, his jovial old self again. “The same modesty as your father. Though, if I may say, you have your mother’s grace. How is dear Wynfred, by the way?”

   “As lively as ever,” replied Astron, colouring a little at the compliment.

   “That is good to hear. At any rate, your father speaks very highly of you, and from what I can see, he speaks the truth. Your strength and bearing tell me all I need to know, and quite frankly I think we could use more of your type around here. Besides, I could not refuse old Argon’s request after all he did for me in former days. Speaking of which, that blade of yours has seen better ones.” He paused momentarily, then turned to another guard. “Go fetch Robert and bring him back here.”

   The guard went out and returned with all speed. Robert had not gone far since turning in his sword, and was there in a trice.

   “Robert, I have a job for you,” spoke the king. “Young Astron here is now the newest member of the Guard. Take him where he can get his sword refurbished and a thorough wash. Fetch him a uniform, then show him around. If he is hungry, find him something to eat, and if he is tired, show him his new quarters. He is entirely in your care. Is that clear?”

   “Absolutely, milord!” replied Robert enthusiastically. He was glad that the king was no longer mad at him, and actually entrusting him with such an important duty. “Come on, old chap!” he said, leading Astron away by the arm.

   “Thank you, sire!” said Astron, managing a half bow before the effervescent Robert dragged him away. As he left the court, Astron was likewise feeling quite pleased with the way things had turned out. His new life in Saurahall had begun!
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   Robert Winstone (or “just Rob,” as he preferred) was a talkative fellow. It was a bit grating at times, but he could not help what was in his nature. And he was friendly enough that one could forgive his chattiness. Thus, he made a very agreeable companion for the relatively quiet Astron as he led the newcomer about the Palace grounds that morning. Astron took a liking to him right away, and found much of what he said useful.

   Rob showed him first to the royal smithy, whose workshop was essentially a shed with a roof squeezed up against the eastern wall. Torvi, the smith, was a rather brusque Skaarosaur from lands across the Northeastern Sea. His tabard, smock, and once light grey foreclaws were all permanently stained with soot, and despite his gruff exterior, he was “a dinosaur who knows what he’s doing,” according to Rob. And Astron believed it. His array of tools and quick assessment of the sword bespoke a professional. He was also “a grand old chap, once he warms up to you.” Of this, Astron was less sure.

   He left his sword in the care of the hard-scaled smithy and was whisked away by Rob back to the Palace, where he was shown the various rooms on all three floors. From the throne room and royal bedrooms on the third storey to the armoury on the second, and even the garden outside. The route was very random and confusing through all the doors and passageways, but Astron soon got used to it.

   Eventually their tour led them to the cellars, where all the kegs of wine and assorted other provisions were stored. Somewhere Astron could hear the sound of running water.

   “Oh, that’s just the spring,” explained his guide. “Did I mention the Palace was located on top of a spring? Most of Saurahall’s water comes from a couple wells in town, but here at the Palace we’ve got that. Tastes a bit better if you ask me. Anyway, on we go.”

   Astron was led to a room with several basins full of water lining three sides. A narrow drainage channel covered with iron grating ran under them, and in the centre of the room was a fire pit, presumably to keep it warm in wintertime. Here, he was informed, was the bathing chamber for the Guard.

   “King Henrik likes to have his soldiers clean,” explained Rob. “He insists that we at least try to wash every other day, though most just clean claws, tails, and faces in the mornings and evenings. You’re quite a sight, though, so I suggest the full course for you. Anyway, tools and towels are kept in that cupboard there. Just scrub away and empty out the basin when you’re done. I’ll go gather up your uniform and wait outside ‘til you’re finished.”

   Astron found it a strange concept, bathing in the confinement of a tub. He decided he much preferred hopping in a lake or stream instead like he had done back in the South Country, but admittedly felt a great deal better afterward either way. He received his new outfit from Rob as promised. It was very plain: a leather tunic top inscribed with the emblem of the king, a pair of short trousers, and a set of arm and leg guards. He put it all on and strapped it together with a finely polished new sword belt, already equipped with a shiny new dagger.

   “There now, you see! You look right dashing, my friend,” spoke Robert upon seeing his friend all fitted out. “Quite superb with the belt, if I say so myself. Now there’s just the matter of your one missing component.”

   “And what’s that?”

   “Your sword, of course! Let’s go and get it back, shall we?”

   “Do you really think it’s done yet?” asked Astron doubtfully.

   “Of course! Ole Torvi’s a real whiz with that sort of thing. Now come on and let’s finish up so we can be in time for supper. Really, a chap just isn’t dressed if he hasn’t got his sword, eh wot?”

   Astron glanced sideways at his guide. “Then why aren’t you wearing one?”

   “I…er…I’m off duty, so to speak,” replied the quick-thinking young guard as he gathered up Astron’s dirty garments. “An extended leave of sorts, that’s all.”

   Astron nodded sagely. He did not completely buy that, but he saw no need to pry.

   After turning in Astron’s old clothes to be laundered, they returned to Torvi to retrieve his sword. He was truly impressed by the blacksmith’s handiwork. The sword of Astron’s family was hardly recognizable as the one he had brought with him. Its blade had been straightened, polished, and sharpened, and the hilt had been rewrapped in leather strips. The once mighty weapon was restored to its old station. Astron thanked Torvi profusely, receiving a nod and a grunt in reply. He then slipped it into its sheath, wherein it fit more perfectly than ever.

   “There now, what did I say?” remarked Rob. “You look like a real member of the Guard now. Yes indeed, the king’s finest.”

   “Then perhaps you could tell a member of the Guard where he might find food at this hour,” said Astron. “I confess, I’m quite famished after walking all day.”

   “Victuals?” Rob perked up. “Absolutely, old chap. Come with me to the mess hall. Bit early for supper, but I think the cook should have something for a starving soul like yourself. Usually does. He’s a very nice fellow if you rub him the right way.”

   Rob led Astron to the nearly empty mess hall, where he was served an exquisite supper by the helpful and rather portly cook, Willy. A jovial old dinosaur, Willy had been the cook at Saurahall for as long as most could remember. He enjoyed his post immensely, and managed to find the bright side of everything—much like Rob. This was partly why the two got on so well together. Though he was an Alvarosaurus, it was hard to tell given his snubbed snout and expanded girth. He clearly lived by his motto of “Eat, live, and be happy.”

   Willy took an immediate liking to Astron, who graciously accepted the food given him and delved in with relish. The three took to talking around the end of one of the long mess tables where Astron sat, the conversation mostly revolving around the new arrival. During this, they learned something of Astron’s past, and especially his sword.

   “It’s been in my family for generations,” he explained, patting the fine cross-tree hilt. “Sort of like an heirloom, I guess. My father always told me that if I took good care of it, it would return the favour someday.”

   “Well, it’s a right pretty blade, no doubt about it,” said the cook, eying it up and down.

   “Indeed. I could tell even old Torvi was impressed, and that doesn’t happen often, friend,” added Rob.

   “Yes. I’ve yet to test it for real, but I’m sure it will do the job well when the time comes.”

   “I look forward to seeing that.”

   “Well, I’m afraid it will have to wait,” spoke Astron then, stifling a yawn. “I think I could use some rest just now.”

   “Are you sure?” asked Rob, quite disappointed. “I had hoped you’d stay a little while and meet the lads.”

   “I’m sorry, Rob. Maybe tomorrow morning, eh?”

   Rob perked up. “Righto! This way, Astron.”

   Astron thanked Willy for his outstanding fare, and was promptly led off to the barracks, where he had a thorough look around. The common room of the barracks was an untidy one filled with back-slapping, weapon-toting, and generally good-natured young guards in various stages of dress chatting away after the day’s work. Their elders watched with reminiscent smiles from quiet corners, and the air was charged with a heavy male musk. Female guards were not unheard of, but they were fewer and had separate quarters on the second floor.

   Rob led Astron unobtrusively around to the other side, which opened to a long corridor with doors along the left side and torches along the right. Coming to the ninth door on the left, Rob opened it and entered, gesturing for Astron to do the same.

   “This’ll be your lodging henceforth,” spoke Rob. “It’s not much, but it’s home, and a lot nicer than most accommodations you’ll find on the road, I can tell you that.”

   “It will do nicely. Thank you, Rob. For everything today.”

   “Don’t mention it, old lad. I was glad to be of service to a nice chap like yourself.” He cast a parting glance around the little room. “Anyway, have a good rest, and if you need anything else, just speak up. My room’s”—he gestured with his claw—”at the end of the hall. Left-claw side, next to the Lieutenant’s quarters.”

   “All right,” said Astron, at which Rob made an elegant bow, stepped out, and closed the door. Astron surveyed his simple room.

   There was a bed with blankets and sheets in the corner, a chest with some spares at the foot of the bed, and a small nightstand to the side. A single window above the nightstand served as the main light source during the day, though there was a candle on it if needed. Like Rob had said: not much, but home. It would do.

   Astron was quite tired after his long day. So, without further fuss, he quickly undressed and sprawled out on the soft, comfortable bedspread. Then, after uttering a heartfelt evening prayer, the young Alvarosaurus fell fast asleep.
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   Princess Alyssa carefully examined every detail of the face she saw in the mirror. She had always placed great store in her looks, having been in the public eye all her life. She was truly a well-proportioned, smooth-skinned specimen of an Alvarosaurus, but her obsessive vanity often created flaws that weren’t really there. For instance, she had always considered her snout just a bit wide, and she found her tail a touch short for her liking. So, despite what others told her, she frequently retired to her so-called beauty room to remain presentable with the help of her faithful assistant, Martha.

   At present, she sat at a little desk looking herself over before bed while Martha filed and fussed over her foreclaws. She liked to chat with Martha as she assisted her mistress, as she was doing now.

   “It’s a hard life being Princess, don’t you agree, Martha?” she spoke in her soft, melodious voice.

   “I wouldn’t know, miss,” replied Martha in her simple, servant-class speech. “I’m sure it can be right trying at times, though. What with the daily attendance at court and all the grooming to be Queen one day.”

   “Right you are there, Martha. The things one has to put up with in order to maintain her dignity.” She shook her head. “And having to look the part on top of all that. Do you think if I wore weights on my tail it might lengthen a bit?”

   “Now now, miss, no need to go there again. Like I done told you before, you’re almost past your growth seasons now, and wearing weights would only put marks on that pretty tail of yours. You’ll just have to make do with what the good Creator gave you. An’ I don’t think that’s bad at all, do you?”

   “No, I suppose not,” sighed Alyssa. A smile flashed across her face. “Not at all like that dirty bumpkin in court today, did you see him?”

   “‘Fraid not, miss.”

   “Well, he was a sight, I’ll tell you. Rough, rugged warrior sort. Said he was from the South Country.”

   “Ooh! Did he talk with one o’ them lovely accents from down there?” interrupted Martha.

   “No, not really,” replied Alyssa after a second. “He’s hardly of that class, Martha. Anyway, he came covered in dust with a ratty old tunic, and a ragged hunk of dull steel he called a sword. Total country hick, in other words.”

   “That sounds a bit harsh, miss. Surely he couldn’t be that bad.”

   “Well, he was polite and well spoken, yes, and he knew how to bow quite nicely. Very attractive to some, I suppose. After all, we do need his kind to keep the real rabble away.” She paused. “But they’re still not the sort you and I need associate with.”

   “Not at all, miss.”

   After a minute, Alyssa thought to ask, though she knew not why, “What do you think would make the ideal mate, Martha?”

   “I’m a bit old for such thoughts, miss. But since you ask, what you just described sounds very nice. If he’s handsome, too, under all that dust, then I’d say he’s quite ideal. Did he have much of a crest?”

   “I didn’t really notice. I imagine so, but I was too distracted by the horrible scars on his arms. And his eyes.”

   “Pretty, were they?”

   “I don’t know about that, but they were…different. There was a curious glint like I’ve never seen before. It was fearsome, yet not so fierce; tough, but gentle, if that makes any sense at all.”

   Martha stifled a giggle of her own. “Oh, I know what you mean, miss. I’ve heard of it before in his kind. That one’s got a real warrior’s spark, he has. An’ if I may say, he seems to have sparked your attention as well.”

   Alyssa turned a ferocious eye on her maid. Seeing this, Martha quickly corrected herself. “Sorry, milady. Just my silly chattering, you know.”

   And so Martha carried on in silence attending her mistress, who seemed to have retreated into some deep, untouchable world within her mind.

    

   In the fading rays of the day’s light, four Alvarosaurus guards watched a pair of bridges spaced about twenty paces apart. They ate supper at their posts and made light conversation, unaware that they were being observed in turn from the untamed scrubby bushes on the eastern bank of the mighty River Andarus.

   King Edward was out late doing a quick patrol of the riverbank with Carl in the hope of finding possible crossing points for his army, now positioned very near the river. This looked like the best candidate. Two small bridges in such close proximity to each other were good finds, and would facilitate his army’s crossing very well—along with the boats they’d made for that purpose, of course. It would only be a matter of dealing with the border guards, which was of little concern to him.

   “This is where we cross,” he told Carl. “Tell the chieftains to assemble their troops near these bridges. And spread the word: We make our crossing when the moon is black.”

   Carl nodded and headed off toward their camp. Edward looked once more at the far bank and smiled before leaving. Let all of Cardolin eat and be merry this night, for soon King Edward was coming to dine.
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   Astron awoke to the first weak rays of daylight streaming in through his window. Sunrise. He loved this time of day! He yawned and stretched luxuriously, then lay back on the soft, warm bedspread. He had not slept in a real bed since leaving home, having had to save his pennies for food. How wonderful it felt!

   After a moment, he sighed contentedly, scratched an itch on his chest, and swung his hind claws down with a click as they hit the floor. He then began a series of morning stretches and exercises as he had done every day for as long as he could remember, and by the time the sun had risen, he was already dressed and chatting with Willy down in the mess before breakfast.

   After some time, other Guard members and officers began to filter in, each courteously introducing himself or herself to the newcomer. He began to feel a tad overwhelmed by all the attention, and was delighted when he at last came upon a familiar face.

   “Morning, Astron.”

   “Good morning, Johnny!”

   “How are you liking Saurahall so far?”

   “It’s a wonderful place, just like you said.”

   “Glad to hear it. Rob showed you all the important spots?”

   “Seems like it.”

   “Well, nice to know you’re settling in.”

   “Thanks.”

   Johnny hesitated before going on his way, then turned to Astron again. “By the way, if you’re looking for a way to unwind in your off hours, I find a walk in the woods to be a pretty relaxing experience. Assuming you’re an out-of-doors sort, that is.”

   “Always have been, actually.”

   “Great! Well, be sure to try it out some time. Umm…And if you need a guide…”

   Astron smiled. “I’d be honoured if you would show me around.”

   “Oh. Okay. Great! I’ll see you in the Guard commons later, then?”

   “Sure thing.”

   Johnny at last went on his way, and Astron promptly found himself surrounded by more curious and friendly young soldiers, much to his chagrin. He spoke to them out of politeness and answered their endless questions as best he could until a strong, stern-faced officer plowed his way through.

   “All right, lads, let’s have no more swanning about. Give our friend some room. Out of the way, break it up, move along now.” He went on until at last he stood alone before Astron. “There. All better?”

   “You have my gratitude, sir,” said the very relieved young dinosaur.

   “Right. Captain Richard Torilis of His Majesty’s Royal Guard, at your service,” said the militant, holding his claw out with slightly upturned mouth corners. He wore a finely tailored Guard uniform with long sleeves and cuffs, as well as a lovely dark blue cloak of velvet over his shoulders. This served as a mark of his rank, as only the Captain of the Guard wore such adornments. “You’re our new fellow, aren’t you? The one who showed up at court yesterday.”

   “I am,” said Astron, shaking the claw offered to him. He took an immediate liking to this officer.

   “Astron, isn’t it?”

   Astron nodded.

   “Well, welcome to the Guard, young un. I take it Rob gave you a fair look around?”

   “He did. Where is Rob, by the bye?”

   “He’s a late riser, that one,” sighed Richard. “Nothing could ever cure him of it, poor lad, so we decided to let him get his sleep. Takes a lot of energy to do all that gabbing, after all.” They shared a good chuckle. “Aah, he’s a good one at heart, Robert, but he can make himself a bit of a nuisance at times.”

   “I know what you mean, sir.”

   Richard studied him a moment. “You look very much like your father, Astron, if I may say so. All but your face, anyway, which is clearly your mother’s.”

   “So I’ve been told. Did you know them, sir?”

   “But of course! I served as a sergeant under your father when he was Lieutenant of the Guard. An excellent officer he was, and the finest sword-fighter I’ve ever known. I looked forward to the day he would take up the post of Captain, and was naturally disappointed when he didn’t. But then, if I’d had someone like Wynfred waiting for me, I might have done the same.

   “No matter! You’re the best of both, I can tell. Except your eyes. I confess, I’ve never seen the like before. I’m told my grandfather had eyes like yours. He was a real fighter.” He paused. “I have a feeling you are the same way, Astron. Most are warriors made, but a few are warriors born, and I can see you are one of the latter.”

   “I suppose we’ll find out when the time comes, Captain,” said Astron humbly.

   “I suppose we will.”

   Rob entered the mess hall then and made his way over to Astron.

   “A late riser indeed,” remarked the captain, “but always in time for stuffing his snout, eh, Rob?”

   “Righto, Captain!” said a cheery Rob with a casual salute. He made a motion to sit down, but was stopped by Richard.

   “Hold up there lad! Are those dirty claws I see there?”

   Rob held up and inspected his foreclaws. “Well, just a bit, sir…”

   “Dusty tunic, unwashed face, unscrubbed tail,” Richard rattled off.

   “I’m sorry, sir. I suppose I should go and…”

   Again he was silenced as Richard held up his claw. “Deal with it later, Robert. Sit down and eat now. Afterward you may show Astron his new duties as a guard.”

   “Yes, sir!” said Rob, happily resuming his seat.

   “Very well. Good day to you, young sirs.”

   “Good day, Captain!” responded the two youths, and the Captain of the Guard strode off to continue his tour of the mess hall. Astron was pleased with himself for making a good first impression on the captain, and was quite curious to know more about him. Thus, when they had been served and started eating, he said to Rob, “He seems like a great fellow, the captain.”

   “Captain Torilis?” spoke Rob, his mouth full of buttered biscuit. “Oh, absolutely!” He swallowed. “The best of the best, if I may say. All the soldiers adore him, yours truly included. Sometimes I wish I could be just like him.”

   “Really?”

   Rob nodded. “He’s the perfect officer, all considered. He’s fair-minded, if strict at times. Knows his blade like it was a part of his own claw, too. But above all, he’s a true gentlesaur.”

   “A gentlesaur?”

   Again Rob nodded. “A dino of honour, you know. Proud, noble bearing. Eloquent speech. Not to mention his level-headedness. There’s not a soul I know who’s ever seen him lose his temper.”

   “None?” Astron asked, astonished.

   “None,” replied Rob with all seriousness. “It’s pretty easy to see how he got to be Captain of the Guard when he was so young. You know, he was my age when he got the position.”

   “Your age!” Astron was more amazed by the second.

   “Well, close to it anyway. After your father left, he was next in line for the position, so he’s been Captain ever since. Guess it only figures, though, considering his family’s long history of military excellence. He’s far too modest to ever bring it up, but his family’s always been part of Cardolin’s army in one position or another. They’ve fought in every war the kingdom’s ever been in, right up to the one with the Umbrians some years back. Captain Torilis earned a medal for bravery there, I think. He even fought alongside King Henrik before he was king.”

   “He’s that old?” Astron glanced again at the captain across the room. “I thought he was thirty, at most.”

   “Well, he’s not as old as the king, no, but he’s up there. More like forty, I think. Anyway, his family’s always been close to the royal house. The late queen was a distant relative of his, if I’m not mistaken. It’s a family of superb quality whatever the case. He’s the third in his line to serve in the Guard, and the only one to make it to Captain. I suppose he’s just carrying on the family tradition in that sense.”

   Rob shook his head and sighed. “A first class dino without a doubt. Aah, to be such a fine soldier. But, very few of us will ever live up to that, least of all me.”

   “Why’s that?” asked Astron, biting into an apple.

   Rob swallowed another mouthful. “Look at me! It’d be a disaster if I had to lead anyone. I can’t even keep my own tail clean, much less look after everyone else’s. What kind of officer do you think a bungling lad like me would make, hmm?”

   “I think there’s more to being an officer than keeping a clean tail, Rob,” said Astron. “Don’t be so hard on yourself. Who knows? You might make a brilliant leader if the need arose.”

   Rob thought hard about this for a moment as he chewed, trying to picture himself wearing that blue Captain’s cloak, then shook his head. “If you say so, old lad. I’ll believe it when I see it.” He paused. “If I see it.”

   But Astron felt sure that there were many things Rob Winstone would be capable of, given the opportunity. After all, he figured, anyone who ate as much as that had to be good for something.
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   After breakfast, Rob showed Astron his duties about the Palace grounds. His first day was to be spent making a simple circuit of the Palace premises, though he would also take his turn guarding the Palace gates and watch over the garden, which was known to have bits of its produce disappear from time to time.

   “It can get a tad tedious at times, but you learn to cope,” Rob told him.

   The tediousness did not bother Astron all that much though, for his mind was always active in these new surroundings, and on this first day he had Rob to accompany him. And of course, there was the prospect of taking a walk in the woods with Johnny later to keep him motivated as well.

   The day progressed quickly, despite walking essentially the same route for hours on end. By the end of their shift, it was only mid-afternoon, and there were plenty of daylight hours left to enjoy.

   “Well, I think I’ll start with a little tuck, old lad! How’s about you?” spoke Rob.

   “Maybe in a little bit,” answered Astron.

   “All right. See you ‘round, mate!”

   So, Rob went his way and Astron sped back to the common room. He looked around for Johnny, but didn’t spot him. So, he decided to take a seat at a little corner table where he could observe unobtrusively. There wasn’t much going on in the commons this time of day. Most were either on duty or preferred to spend their free hours elsewhere. And of course, those on night duty were still sleeping.

   There were a couple of soldiers quietly playing cards on the central table. According to Rob, such games were allowed in the Guard, but only so long as no gambling was involved. Seated by the window opposite him was another guard a few years older than Astron absorbed in a book. He wore nothing, and seemed perfectly at ease doing so even as an officer walked by. Apparently guards off duty could wear whatever they wanted—at least within the barracks. This came as a pleasant surprise to Astron, who’d only worn clothes once in a blue moon growing up and still preferred to go without when possible.

   At last Johnny entered, looking a little tired. He lit up on spotting Astron, and greeted him with the usual smile.

   “Well now, ready to take a little trek?” he asked.

   “All right, but shouldn’t we wash up first?”

   Johnny shook his head. “No need for that. We’ll just get dirty again tromping around through the woods, so why bother?”

   “Let’s go, then.”

   And go they did. Right across the yard and out the front gate. The guards didn’t do more than ask where they were headed and then remind them to be back before supper.

   “That’s curfew for us Guard types,” Johnny told Astron.

   They turned right on leaving and exited the city through its west gate. There was a dirt path leading out into the woods, and they walked along it at a casual pace. Johnny took a deep, hearty breath of fresh forest air and let it out.

   “Nothing like it. Really refreshing after spending all day cooped up within the Palace walls.”

   “I agree,” said Astron. “There was a little wood that grew near my home. I used to love exploring it as a youngster, and even when I got older. It made me feel a little like one of the Ancients, you know? Surviving in the wilds, living off nature’s bounty alone, swimming in the water hole on hot days.”

   “Sounds really nice.”

   Astron nodded. “Yeah, it was. That’s one thing I miss about living in the country.”

   “Me too. That’s why I spend so much time out here. I practically grew up in these woods, you see. My grandparents had a little shack to the north. I hatched there, actually, and my parents used to take me there in the summers. That’s where I learnt to fish, to hunt, to forage, and just to appreciate all the beauty and wonders this good earth provides.”

   “Seems we have a lot in common.”

   Johnny gave a sheepish grin. “Seems we do.”

   At this point they left the trail in order to see “some of the more interesting stuff,” according to Johnny. Their walk lasted about half an hour all told. In that time, he did indeed show Astron many wonderful things, from the sizeable but secluded pond he sometimes swam in to a lovely little promontory above it, and even a large stone overgrown with moss that had faint impressions of writing on it.

   “No one seems to know what it says,” he remarked. “Or why it was put here.”

   “Hmm. What a shame.”

   “How so?”

   “Well, whoever put it here obviously wanted it to be seen and read by those who came after. Now it’s just a forgotten old relic.”

   “But we can still see it,” retorted Johnny. “And we know that somebody made it, even if we don’t know who that somebody was. So, in a way, they succeeded.”

   Astron furrowed his brow to try and figure that one out, then just shook his head. “If you say so.”

   They returned with hours to spare before dinner.

   “That was fun,” said Astron. “We ought to do it again, sometime.”

   “Definitely. But right now I’m going to hit the washroom. You?”

   “I think I’ll do the same.”

   And so, go and wash they did. Thereafter they retired to the common room in time to join Rob and a couple others for a round of cards before going to supper.

    

   Over the next few days, Astron got to know Johnny a lot better. They took more walks in the wood or around Saurahall, dined side-by-side, and occasionally even got assigned guard duty together. And yet, no matter how much time he spent with Johnny, he never got tired of his company. He enjoyed time with Rob too, of course, but not in the same way. Rob was fun, but could get a little irritating at times. Johnny, on the other claw, was a well-mannered lad, and Astron questioned whether he could ever really get annoyed with him at all.

   It was through these friends that he became acquainted with many other members of the Guard. Many were slightly younger than he, and looked on with awe at the first real warrior they had met in a while. The vast majority of the Guard was too young to have experienced the action of the previous decades, and so they naturally peppered him with questions about his travels and heroic exploits. He felt a little bad about telling them that he’d done nothing of the sort other than killing a snake—which he actually felt a little ashamed of—and helping an old lady across a road once. But he thought it better to set them straight right off than lead them on with lies. Some still did not believe him, insisting that any who carried a blade as nice as his must have done something great to earn it just like in the stories. And of course, his scars were the subject of many an inquiry, and Astron’s curt explanation that “I fell down when I was younger” only bolstered their curiosity.

   At the end of the first few days, he jokingly told Rob about these really young guards while they were sitting together in the commons one night. Rob, however, saw an opportunity. He had never been particularly popular among his fellows, being awkward and getting into trouble frequently, but he had started getting a little more positive attention since befriending Astron. So, he replied:

   “Sounds like they want to make a hero out of you, Astron. Why not let them?”

   “You mean encourage them with lies?” said an incredulous Astron.

   “Not lies exactly,” said Rob. “Just expansions on the truth. You said you killed an adder one time. Tell them how big and ugly it was and they’ll believe you.”

   Astron still did not look convinced. “It was hardly big, and it wasn’t really threatening me.”

   “You’ve got to tell them something, old chap, or they’ll just keep making it up.”

   “And making up the stories myself is better than letting them do it?”

   Rob just sighed and shrugged. “Suit yourself, Astron. But you’re missing a great opportunity to gain some easy fame if you ask me.”

   “Well, I’m not asking. And if I achieve any fame here, it will be from the exploits I do for real. Not those of younger guards’ imaginations. Good night now, Rob. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

   And with that, the conversation ended as Astron stalked off to bed.

    

   The next morning, Astron ate breakfast early and hurried to his post near the vegetable patch. The night watch was glad to be relieved and took off to the mess hall immediately, leaving him alone. He did not mind, for he rather enjoyed the silence. Defending the garden was not the most prestigious duty of the Guard, but it was important, especially in wartime. After all, it was the main food supply for all inhabitants of the Palace and its grounds.

   Astron did not have to occupy himself too long before Captain Torilis meandered up. Saluting his officer smartly, Astron stood at the ready.

   “No need for the formalities, lad,” said Richard. “Taking to your new duties, eh?”

   “I’ve no complaints, sir, though I could do with a little more action.”

   “I understand, Astron. There are quite a few guards your age who could say the same. As it is, I cannot promise you any wars soon, but I did wish to inform you of a little celebration coming up. You see, in a week it will be the first day of summer. We always like to bring in the new season with some sort of event to mark the occasion. In particular, we of the Guard like to do a little display of our talents. Good-natured competition and that sort of thing, understand?”

   Astron nodded. “I think so.”

   “Well, I was wondering if, perhaps, you would be interested in taking part?”

   “I suppose so. But what sort of competitions are these?”

   “Oh, the usual bow shooting, sword slinging, sprinting, and such. All the things we guards do for training. I thought you’d be particularly interested in the sword display.”

   “Certainly, Captain!” said Astron enthusiastically.

   “Good! I’ll hold a place for you then.”

   “Thank you, sir.”

   Captain Torilis looked as though he was going to turn and leave, but instead added, “By the bye, I’ve noticed the rumours going around among some of the youngest guards. I wasn’t sure you were aware?”

   “I know about it.”

   “They aren’t bothering you, are they? I can put a stop to them if they are.”
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