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   Prologue

    

   A fierce northern wind blew through the trees, bringing with it the first frozen flakes of winter. The lone and weary traveller pulled his cloak tighter around himself to keep the cold off his rough green hide. This was truly a forbidding place this time of year for a dinosaur of any kind, much less a sun-loving Alvarosaurus like himself. Only the fiery heat of vengeance burning inside warmed him enough to carry on, just as it had every day for the last ten years. Then he smelt it: the faint whiff of distant mountain air. He paused briefly to savour the moment. His long journey was nearly at its end!

   With a contented sigh, he readjusted the strap securing the clean but well-used broadsword to his back and continued on his way. The cold was no longer a bother.

   He walked along merrily, his scarred and weather-beaten snout almost breaking into a smile. Sure, he heard the rustling in the bushes. Sure, he was being watched. But still he walked on. Bandits could not deter him now. Nothing could. From both sides of the trail came the crunching of dead leaves. It was hard to stifle the sound when they so thoroughly littered the ground.

   At last they appeared all around him. Six sturdy Gorvosaurs they were, with grey-green scales, stouter limbs, and more aggressive attitudes than his own kind. These were outlaws who would not think twice about slitting his gullet, looting his corpse and leaving the rest for scavengers. He stopped, and the one in front spoke up.

   “Mornin’ to ya trav’ler,” greeted the leader with a vicious grin. He wore a black kerchief tied about his neck. “That’s a nice sword you got there. Pretty little knife, too.”

   The worn wayfarer said naught.

   “Not very friendly, are ya mister?”

   Still the traveller said nothing. He merely levelled an impassive stare at the bandit leader.

   “We ain’t used to such rudeness, mate. See, we’re the Silver Six, the most dangerous outlaws this side o’ the Sauragians, an’ this is our stretch o’ road. We don’t let nobody use our road free o’ charge, do we lads?”

   The others gave various signs of agreement.

   “Let me pass, bandit,” said the traveller in a level tone. “You’ll live to cherish your wisdom.”

   “We’d love to, but y’see, you got too many nice trinkets for that. Couldn’t leave you burdened with all them, now could we?”

   “Don’t try it, or I guarantee you’ll neither relish nor regret the day.”

   “Ha! Tough talk. Get ‘im!”

   The Silver Six moved in, but before they knew it, two had been slain by the hardy old broadsword. As they paused in shock, the veteran Alvarosaurus set upon them with the sword in one claw and the long-bladed knife in the other. Another slumped over as it punctured his heart.

   “Kill ‘im!” exerted the rogue leader wildly.

   The dual blades whirled around in a blur, and a fourth crumpled as the sword ran him through. The other attacked, but his blow was warded off by the sword, and the dagger found its way through his ribs. As he staggered back, the larger blade fell across his exposed neck.

   The bandit leader, seeing his band slaughtered in just over a minute, took off immediately at a run. He was a fast runner, and his fear propelled him further. He would escape and start a new band. He had done it before; he could do it again.

   This time, however, he had barely gotten a start when a sharp pain struck the back of his knee and he fell flat. He crawled away desperately with his foreclaws as the stranger walked up calmly and stamped down hard on his tail, pinning him. He then bent over and retrieved his smaller blade, holding it up for the bandit to see.

   “This is a dirk, by the way. Not a knife.”

   “Mercy!” cried the frightened robber in desperation. “Meaaagh!” The sword went through his chest and he lay still, eyes wide with terror.

   Withdrawing his blade, the traveller wiped it neatly on a tattered, blood-stained cloth. He had given them fair warning. Nothing would stand in his way now. He wiped clean the dirk and sheathed both blades. Unshaken, and even a bit invigorated by the encounter, he straightened up his back and strode confidently onward. Aye, vengeance would soon be his!

  

 
  
   Part I: The Stranger

  

 
  
   
1


    

   An icy gust of wind brushed past the face of Oric the bandit leader, the Red One to some, and he turned away from the cave mouth. How different this cramped little hole was from his hideout in the mountains. Normally he would be back there at this time of the year tallying up the heaps of gold and jewels he had accumulated over the warmer months in comfort. He would never think of spending it. That would be absurd. Almost everything he had was stolen, from the furniture at his hideout to the highly fashionable clothes on his back. Everything save his wits, cunning, and killer instinct. Those came naturally.

   But this year had been a disaster. This year his band had lost most of their haul during a bout of unseasonable flooding, and nearly their lives besides. What was more, winter had come freakishly early, complete with ice and snow. Thus, they had not been able to make it back to their mountain in time. Slaying the woodlander who had owned this cave and taking it had been his only stroke of luck, albeit a small one. The cave and food stored might be sufficient for one old Alvarosaurus, but it was slim pickings for a band of twenty hungry dinos.

   Nevertheless, at that moment the thieving Gorvosaurus knew he had lost face. Their misfortune was his fault plain and simple. Though no one dared say so to his face for fear of getting a knife through the throat, there was definite grumbling from some corners. He cast a glance toward the main culprits: a heavyset Gorvosaur named Gorad and a couple of his buddies gnawing on the last of the food stores. Gorad was not the brightest, but he was cunning and vicious. It was no secret that he thought he should be the leader, and Oric knew that one day they would probably have a reckoning. Maybe sooner rather than later, at the rate things were going.

   But for now they sat huddled together inside the cramped little cave, waiting. They were waiting on two things: for the storm to pass, and for Oric’s chief scout Bandor to return. He had been sent out with a couple of others some time earlier to investigate their surroundings and find out where there was treasure to be stolen. Of course, in this case it was shelter and provisions he sought rather than actual treasure. For although Oric’s band, known widely as the Red Claw, could forage for food, it was easier just to take it.

   Despite the whistling of the wind, Oric could hear the sound of several sets of claws approaching. He unsheathed one of his knives and held it ready. He was a deadly knife fighter, and carried no other armaments. “Proper weapons for the trade,” he called them, for indeed they were subtle and easy to conceal—perfect for a true robber like himself. He quickly discovered that his knives would be unnecessary on this occasion, however, for he soon heard Bandor’s voice.

   “That you, Oric?” spoke the scout, the only member of the band who could get away with regularly calling Oric by his name.

   “Yes, you idiot.” Oric sheathed his knife and sighed with disappointment. “Did you find anything?”

   “Oh, yes sir,” replied one of the two who had accompanied Bandor on the patrol. “We found a nice cottage not far from here.”

   “A cottage?” Oric’s interest was piqued. “How big? Who lives in it?”

   “Just a couple Alvarosaurs, boss,” replied Bandor. “And two young uns. Shouldn’t be a problem for us. Probably well stocked too, I should think.”

   “Finally, some real food!” spoke Gorad, standing up. Oric silenced him with a venomous glance, then turned back to Bandor.

   “Young uns, you say?”

   Bandor nodded.

   “Excellent. Show it to us right away.”

   “This way.” Bandor took off back into the wind, the rest of the band following behind with thoughts of warmth and good food filling their minds. Oric, for his part, thought additionally of the two children mentioned.

   For in addition to being a thief and trickster supreme, he also liked to collect slaves to serve him at his hideout, and even sell on occasion. The younger the better, for it was easier to teach them obedience at an early age. Most of the heavy labour was done at his fortress by these captured slaves, and many other jobs as well. Oric hoped one day to build a mountain castle so grand and so big that it rivalled even those that the ancient Evandrians used to build. It was his dream, and to fulfill his dream, he needed lots of labour from wherever he could get it. With his massive wealth, he could have afforded to hire experts. But why buy what could be stolen?

   Through the snow and wind they trekked, guided by Bandor and his two helpers. The Gorvosaurus scout was a strange dinosaur. His eyes, which were almost entirely black with just a little of the usual yellow-green colour around the edges, had remarkable vision, and allowed him to see in the most adverse conditions. In a pitch black night or blinding snowstorm he could see quite clearly where other dinosaurs could not. This made him an exceptional scout and tracker for Oric, though some of the others in the gang found his appearance a little unsettling. They knew almost nothing about him or where he came from, and nor did he reveal his true motives for anything. He had just shown up one day and asked to join the Red Claw. Thus, the rest did not completely trust him. But, they figured, if the Red One put confidence in him, they could too. For now.

   Bandor led them around a small grove of trees and stopped behind a pile of boulders. Oric stepped up to him.

   “Well, where is it?”

   “Over there,” Bandor said, pointing over the boulder pile.

   Oric peeked over the rocks and saw it: a small three-room farmhouse with a straw roof and a quaint little smokestack. There was a big shed out back. Smoke was rising from the chimney, indicating that the family within had a lovely warm fire going. In fact, he could see them through a window at the side of the house. Two happy Alvarosaurs with a couple of children, nine or ten years old at most. Oric smiled at the homely little scene of the family gathered in safety and warmth around their hearth, to which he would presently put an end.

   “You’ve done well, Bandor,” he said. “We should be able to stay here in relative safety, at least until this storm blows over. Maybe all winter.” He turned to a dinosaur on his left. “Renwig! You know what to do.”

   A relatively small Gorvosaur with a deceptively innocent-looking face smiled charmingly, then signalled to his equally diminutive mate to follow him. The two wrapped their cloaks around themselves tight to look like a couple of cold, half-starved vagabonds as they approached the front step. Oric watched with eager anticipation as his two deadliest assassins went up and knocked politely on the cottage door.

  

 
  
   2

    

   “Looks like another cold one tonight.”

   The young guard standing watch over Saurahall’s main gate blew into his chilled foreclaws and shivered as he rubbed them together for warmth.

   “Just like last night,” said the other, whose arms were crossed tight and hugged close to his chest. “Hard to believe the autumn’s nearly over already. Seems like summer was just getting started a couple weeks ago.”

   “That’s just what my brother says,” said the first.

   “Must be something to it, then,” came a more mature voice from behind them. They jumped with surprise and turned around. Before them stood an Alvarosaurus in the uniform of the Royal Guard of Saurahall like themselves. He was taller and more muscular than the two, particularly regarding his powerful legs, and was a good deal older besides. He bore a small scar on his lower left leg, and wore the bluish cloak of an officer.

   “Hi there Jo…er, Lieutenant, sir!” said the first one as they both saluted smartly.

   “Good morning, Harrison.” The lieutenant nodded to his younger brother. “Robertson.” He acknowledged the other. “Everything in order here?”

   “Certainly, sir,” said Robertson. “At least as well as it can be when it’s bloody well freezing out here.”

   “It could be worse, but would you like me to send up some extra garments for you? A pair of cloaks, perhaps?”

   Harrison shook his head. “No, thanks. It’d be a lot better if we could just pop down into the guardhouse to get out of the wind once in a while. Could we please do that, Johnny?”

   The officer gave him a sharp reproving glance. “That’s Lieutenant Harrison, to you, Ronald. And no, you certainly can’t do that. If I let you and Henry go down, then I’d have to let everyone else, and pretty soon we’d have no one to watch the walls.”

   “Oh, come on, Lieutenant Johnny, sir,” pleaded his younger brother. “We’re freezing our tails off in this wind. Can’t you set aside the rules just this once? Besides, nothing ever happens out there anyway. Nobody’s going to try and attack us or anything like that.”

   “You don’t know that! It’s been tried before, remember? And no, I can’t. That whining might work on mum and dad, but it won’t work here. You’re in the Guard now, and if I made exceptions for you I’d be showing favouritism.” He paused. “I’ll send up the cloaks and a couple hot drinks to keep you warm. Just do your stint, and then you can go back to the barracks. It’s only an hour or so more.”

   He patted them both on the shoulder then carried on down the snow-dusted walltop, his scabbard clacking against his leg as he walked. Ron turned back to his watch, muttering to his companion, “An hour or so before my claws break off. See what he tells mum and dad then.”

   Henry took his friend’s complaints with a shrug and a shake of his head. He knew Ron never meant anything by it, and would forget all about it by the next day. But he could be very trying in the meantime, of that there was no question.

    

   “Come on, Freddie! Show a little initiative. Take a good swing at me like your brother. Keep it up. There’s a good boy!”

   The cold air of the Palace Courtyard was anything but silent as the sound of clacking wooden swords floated up from the parade ground on the east side of it. Astron, Prince Consort of Cardolin and Defender of the Realm, hopped about with unmatched agility as he warded off attacks by his sons Frederik and Arnor. The two were practically the same age, having come from the same clutch of eggs. Frederik had hatched about ten minutes ahead of his brother, with their sister Rose having hatched in between, though to look at them one would think otherwise.

   Frederik, heir to the throne of Cardolin after his mother Princess Alyssa, was of a slighter build than his brother, and was less adept at this sort of swordplay. Arnor was also slender with a healthy length of tail, but stood taller than his older siblings by just a bit. He was also a tad rambunctious, and took to the sword quite naturally. In short, he was very much like his father in every way save for his appearance, which was more like his mother’s. At present he took the lead in the attack on Astron, which was not going at all well.

   “Have a go, Freddie! Let’s get him,” he urged.

   “All right, all right!” said Frederik. “You first.”

   At once the brothers charged, Arnor in the lead. They brandished their own smaller swords, and Astron expertly disarmed them with a clean sweep of his weapon. The two stood in awe of their father’s skill, though inside Arnor was also fuming at having lost.

   “How did you do that?” he asked.

   “Lots of practice,” replied Astron casually.

   “I hope I’m as good as that when I’m older.”

   “You will be, given time and practice. Maybe even better.” He looked up as a little girl strode up in the company of a distinguished-looking dino about Astron’s age.

   “What ho, old lad!” spoke the latter.

   “Ah! Morning, Rob. How are you today?”

   “Positively splendid, thanks for asking,” replied Captain Winstone, or simply Rob to most, with a smile to match his dashing appearance. He wore an officer’s cloak of black velvet and a wide-brimmed black hat turned up rakishly on one side with a long white plume inserted in it for flair. On top of all this, he really was quite handsome, and had a cavalier charm that was hard not to love.

   While their father was thus distracted, a subtle cue passed between Arnor and his brother, and they rushed him. Experienced as he was, even Astron found their combined force a bit much and backed up. In doing so, however, he made a slight misjudgment of his claw placement and lost his balance. This was all the two boys needed, and they took him down in a trice. Those standing by could not help but smile as they watched their prince switch instantly from stern instructor to loving father, embracing his sons warmly.

   “How was that, dad? Did we do good?” asked Arnor eagerly.

   “You certainly did,” said Astron, letting them up with a proud gleam in his shimmering golden eyes.

   “Looks like they caught you breaking your own rule there, old lad,” said Rob, chuckling lightly. “Never turn your eyes away from a living enemy.”

   “Quite so, Rob. Got what I deserved, I suppose.”

   “That looks like loads of fun,” spoke the little girl. “Can I play too?”

   “Certainly not, Rose,” said Astron, standing up. “Your mother would put up such a fuss if I let you dirty up your dress before noon. Besides, it’s not very ladylike, sword fighting. Not to mention you could catch cold in air like this.”

   “That’s just what old Martha said,” sighed Rose.

   “Afraid I have to agree with her there, missy,” said Rob. “Smart dino, our Martha.”

   “Exactly,” said Astron. “So why are you out here, young lady?”

   “I might ask the same of you,” she wanted to say. But, mastering her innate impudence, she replied, “Mum said to come and fetch you. She wanted to talk to you about something, and said I could play with Freddie and Arnor if I stayed clean.”

   “Oh yes, that’ll be about the winter festival. I’d better go talk to her then. You know how she hates to be kept waiting on this sort of thing.”

   “That she does,” said Rob. “Shall I return with you?”

   “No need for that, Rob. You’ve your own duties to attend to.”

   “Very good, sir,” said Rob as his old comrade-in-arms hastened back to the Palace. He shook his head.

   “Fine dinosaur, your father,” he said to the young ones. “Hard to believe he was once merely another new recruit in the Guard.”

   “Oh, tell us about that, will you Uncle Rob!” said Arnor excitedly. “Tell us about the time father saved Saurahall.”

   “Again? But I must have told you about it at least a hundred times before.”

   “We don’t mind,” said Frederik. “We like that story. Especially the part where he beat that nasty Edward.”

   “You see? You all know the tale well enough to tell it to me.”

   “Please, Uncle Rob,” said Rose sweetly. The look in her little yellow eyes was enough to melt even the stoniest of hearts, so naturally Rob’s soft heart gave in immediately.

   “All right, my dear, I’ll do it for you,” relented the captain. “But do let’s not stand about freezing while we tell it, eh? Why don’t you lot run along and tell old Willy to have four cups of hot tea sent up to the sitting room, and then wait for me there. And fetch your sister Violet, while you’re at it. She may want to hear it too. I’ve got a couple of errands to run, but I promise I won’t be long, all right?”

   “Hooray! Thanks Captain Rob!” said the joyous children as they raced each other toward the kitchen.

   Rob sighed as he turned to make one more tour of the ramparts. He had always had a knack for handling young ones, and those of his best friends Astron and Alyssa were no exception. He certainly had a close connection with them, having been there since their hatching. And he always found it endearing to be referred to as “Uncle Rob.” Nor did he ever really tire of telling them how their father—with a little help from himself and some flying reptiles—had saved Saurahall from that barbarian who had once called himself king. As he reflected on it, he realized just how much had changed in nine years since the war’s end.

   A lot of the young ones had grown up, and several were now in the Guard under his command or in the Saurahall Defence Force (the Force, as it was called by most) under the aging Captain Humphreys. He wondered when, if ever, Humphreys would give it up, though he rather hoped he wouldn’t. Humphreys was a good fellow, and the only veteran of the old school military left after Richard Torilis, Captain of the Guard before Rob, had died a couple of winters back.

   As he climbed to the walltop, he found one of those youngsters on duty watching the east gate.

   “Everything all right up here, Wilson?” Rob asked.

   “Morning, sir! Everything’s A-okay,” replied Wilson with a snappy salute.

   “Good show! Carry on, then.”

   “Righto, sir!”

   It warmed Rob’s heart to see such devotion from the young. Yes, he had seen a lot in his life, out front but unscathed, and hardly affected at all. “Good old Rob,” he was called, and such he was, though not really that old. But he was just as good-natured and dutiful as ever. And in such an ever-changing world, he rather liked it that way.

   So many had died or moved away from Saurahall in the past few years. It was mostly due to what folks called the “Rush for Riches.” After the defeat of the Saltrak in Cardolin, trade routes throughout the east had become open to merchants from Cardolin and Umbria again, and many dinos had moved away to bigger cities like Allington to the north in search of profit and adventure. In the absence of Saltrak, of course, the eastern roads were now plagued by disparate bandit gangs, but this was not enough to discourage adventurers from seeking their fortunes abroad.

   Thus, there were now barely enough dinosaurs left to call Saurahall a city. His own family had remained, along with a few other stalwarts, but many were now gone. One of the few remaining factors binding them all together was King Henrik, who had occupied the throne for as long as anyone could remember. But even he was getting on in years, and Rob feared the good king had not long to go.

   But he did not wish to dwell on such unpleasant thoughts as he finished his patrol and headed back to the Palace. As he headed upstairs, Rob encountered Johnny on the way out.

   “You needn’t bother with your circuit, old boy. Just covered it myself.”

   “Oh, all right,” replied Johnny. “Thanks, Captain.” He paused. “Off to tell the young uns another yarn, are you?”

   “Same old yarn, actually. They never tire of it, wot!”

   Johnny smiled. “You know, given how much you like young ones, I’m surprised you don’t have any of your own.”

   “Oh, don’t be silly! Who’d want an old Guard Captain for a mate, eh? Besides, I’ve got my claws full with everyone else’s.”

   Johnny shrugged. “Fair enough.”

   “What about you, old lad?” asked Rob in a lower voice. “You found anyone new yet?”

   The lieutenant sighed and shook his head. “No. My heart will always belong right where it is.”

   Rob nodded slowly. When Astron had first come to Saurahall, he and Johnny had been very close. Astron’s heart had eventually moved on: Johnny’s hadn’t. It was sad to see in a way, but Johnny seemed content to wallow in the memories of the happiness he’d once so briefly known, and he wasn’t going to jeopardize their friendship by trying to force a change. So, with a sigh and a pat on the shoulder, he said, “Well, see you around, old lad.”

   “Right. Later, Rob.”
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   The cabin door swung open, and in strode Oric and Bandor, hauling a couple rabbits each.

   “More nasty wet out there,” announced the bandit leader as they shook themselves off. “But I’m pleased to say we’ll be eating well tonight!”

   “Huh. Rabbit again?” snorted Gorad, looking up from polishing his belt buckle.

   “Aye, rabbit. If you want something else, you can go find it yourself.”

   Gorad ignored the retort and pointed to the children standing in the corner. “Oy! Get to work on supper, you layabouts, or you’ll feel me spear butt.”

   “Don’t talk to my prisoners that way, Gorad,” said Oric with deceptive calm. “You want slaves to boss around, go catch them yourself. These two are mine, understand?”

   The tension was tangible in the room as the two stared each other down. After a moment, however, Gorad merely shrugged and went back to his polishing. Oric continued staring pointedly at him for a moment as though to emphasize his point to the rest of his band. He then turned to the captive boy with an immediate change of demeanour.

   “Here you are now, laddie,” he said, giving him the rabbits. “You and your sister go and prep these for supper. Do an extra good job and I’ll let you have seconds.”

   Aldous and Jane hated Oric with a passion for murdering their parents, taking over their home, and making them prisoners within it. They were forced day and night to do all the chores around the house from cooking to serving, and even cleaning up—which was hard indeed given the Red Claw’s abhorrent table manners. Only Oric himself had any sort of refinement in his eating behaviour, though he was just as bad as the rest in every other way. But they feared Gorad even more. Oric was the greater evil, certainly, but at least he showed an interest in their physical well-being. And so, they obeyed without question. Oric smiled with fleeting satisfaction. He set his cloak by the fire to dry, then seated himself upon it and lay back to rest, keeping both half-open eyes fixed firmly on the back of his rival’s chair.

    

   That evening a heavy snow began falling over Saurahall and the surrounding Elderwood Forest like an early warning from winter. From inside their warm, dry homes, families watched as the cold flakes drifted lazily to the ground in their peculiar pattern of organized chaos. Adults bemoaned the extra problems that the pretty, frozen sky water would bring them, while little ones yammered on excitedly at all the fun they would have the next day if enough fell. Only with concentrated efforts were parents able to get them to go to bed. Meanwhile the guards on duty along the walls took shelter in the guardhouses behind the gates or in the towers that stood at each wall corner. Anywhere a roof could be found near their stations, they were there.

   The snow continued to fall all night in a slow, steady stream from a starless sky, until by the morning’s light, every surface from roofs and treetops to streets and grass blades was covered in a thick, downy blanket of white. Only the gentlest of ripples could be seen across the snow’s otherwise smooth surface, and the sunlight that danced over the twinkling flakes was most dazzling to behold.

   Princess Alyssa blinked rapidly as she opened the curtains in her father’s bedroom. From the top storey of the Palace, the snow-laden buildings of Saurahall looked like big layered cakes with thick sheets of icing on top.

   “My, but it’s beautiful out there,” she remarked in her melodious voice. “But frightfully cold as well. Are you warm enough up here, father?”

   “Quite, thank you Alyssa,” replied the aged but still distinct voice of King Henrik. “With such hefty blanketing and your lovely brew, how could I be otherwise?”

   Alyssa smiled. “Good.” She watched happily as he dug into the hot porridge she had brought him.

   King Henrik was an old dinosaur in every way. His once richly green hide had faded to a greyish, lustreless tone, and he looked especially thin and frail since recovering from a dreadful illness a few years back. In fact, Alyssa sometimes wondered if he really had recovered. But, despite his weakness and confinement to the Palace, his mind and temper were as sharp as ever. One could still see the smile in his eyes when filled with joy and the fury in his gaze when his anger was aroused, something which very seldom occurred in these days of peace and plenty. These days it was mostly his good side that others saw of him, for indeed he was as happy as a king his age could be. His realm was doing well, its inhabitants were content, and his daughter had ensured the continuation of his line for at least two more generations. And now it was snowing besides! He had always liked the snow for some strange reason, though he never admitted that to anyone.

   “Is something on your mind, daughter?”

   “Oh, not really. It’s just that Astron still wants to put Freddie and Arnor in the Junior Defence Force next spring. I think ten is still a bit too young myself, but he seems adamant.”

   Henrik shook his head. “You cannot keep them confined forever, Alyssa. The blood of warriors and kings runs in their veins. They must learn to be proper soldiers and leaders if they are to one day rule Cardolin.”

   “Why can’t he wait a few more years and put them in the Guard instead?”

   “Now that wouldn’t be fair and you know it. They’ve got to earn their way up just like anyone else. We can’t go showing special privileges just because they’re the royal offspring. Besides, it’s not as though they’ll be gone far either way. Whether in the barracks or in their rooms, they will still be in the Palace where you can keep an eye on them like the good mother you are.”

   Alyssa knew he was right, but couldn’t bring herself to admit it just yet. Instead, she looked out the window and changed the subject:

   “The whole town has been invited to the festival this evening. Do you think many will come?”

   “Of course they will! They always do.”

   “Yes, but I figured with the snow they might be discouraged. Astron says we might even be in for a storm tonight. A real blizzard.”

   “Believe me, daughter,” spoke Henrik, leaning forward, “Saurahallers will come, and no storm will stop them. Not in all the years of my reign or my father’s has any storm ever held a seasonal festival at bay, nor will it tonight.”

   “I hope you’re right, father. We’ve put a lot of effort into this like you asked, and if everything works out well, it will be a night to remember.”

    

   Outside, more snowflakes swirled down from a strong wind that was getting stronger. Treetops swayed violently from the full force of nature’s fury. The stars were once again blotted out by the mass of clouds above as Astron and Rob stood just outside the open east gate of Saurahall ankle deep in snow. The two grasped their cloaks tightly against the tearing wind while holding their sturdy lanterns up in the night air. Rob turned to Astron and shouted to be heard above the tumult.

   “Are you sure about this, old lad? I don’t know what you thought you saw, but I hardly think it worth risking life and limb to go into the woods at this late hour, especially now with this gale getting worse.”

   “I know I saw something,” replied Astron. “A flash like fire, possibly. There could be a dinosaur in trouble out there, Rob, and I can’t rest easy ‘til I know for sure. You can head back now if you like and make yourself good and warm inside with the others. You’ve done more than enough. I’ll just make a quick circuit, then I should be back.”

   Rob looked toward the open gate. It seemed so inviting at a moment like this, but he shook his head and turned back to Astron. “No, thanks, my friend. I’ll stick by you as long as you’re out. I couldn’t face your mate if I came in without you, and I’d feel just dreadful if you failed to return at all, wot!”

   Astron smiled. He had expected such an answer from Rob. “Right. Let’s move on, then.” After conveying their intentions to the guards standing by the gate, the two old friends hastened off into the dark and snow-covered Elderwood Forest.

    

   All alone the travelling warrior pressed on through the incessant snow in an attempt to find some sort of cover from the blizzard. Harsh winds whipped across his face and tore at his clothing. What a fool he had been to try and find his way through unfamiliar territory with a storm pending! But his vengeful feeling would not wait—it never could—and he had done it anyway. Now he was lost, confused, and freezing from snout to tail tip. That was not to mention the overwhelming weariness that now plagued his body as well. He had tried to light a fire by the roots of a massive tree with some success at first. But the falling ice and wind had killed it, forcing him to trudge on in search of a safer place, something that simply did not exist right now.

   If memory served him well, there was a town of some sort nearby. He had heard of it from passers-by in his many wanderings. It was said to be a wondrous place where the King of Cardolin lived, and where dinosaurs were friendly and hospitable. He could certainly use some hospitality right now, but he would have to find this place first, and that was practically impossible at the moment. A wave of heated rage began to flare up inside him, combatting the cold in his extremities. He had come too far in his quest to fail now! The very thought of losing at this point was hateful. But not even his burning hatred could ward off the arctic conditions for long, and he soon felt a numbness in his hind and foreclaws that no amount of movement could assuage. Each breath he drew was growing painful, and he had a hard time keeping his eyes open.

   Crack!

   He looked up just in time to see a huge branch break off from a dead tree and fall straight toward him. The warrior managed to jump aside in time to avoid the full force of the branch, but felt a sharp pain in his right leg. It was all he could do to keep from crying out as he tried to discover what was wrong. His leg was caught beneath the tree limb and unable to move. He gave a half-hearted effort to free himself, but quickly realized that he could not have heaved the branch off even at full strength from the position he was in. As it was, he was far too weak to so much as budge it. With a frustrated sigh, he lay down his head and shut his eyes to shield them from the storm. He had weathered many things in his long life and come through in the end, but finally he had met one that was more than even he could take. Despite his weakness and the dryness in his eyes, he felt a tear of anger run down his cheek.

   Lying there with the snow piling up on his back, the battered traveller drifted in and out of consciousness. Thus, he was not at first sure that the sound in his ear slits was real. Above the noise of the whipping wind and thrashing treetops he could hear claws crunching on the snow. Whether friendly or not he neither knew nor cared as the form of a fellow Alvarosaurus appeared from the haze.

   “Hold firm, friend! We’ll get you out of here,” a voice spoke in his ear slit. The traveller did his best to nod.

   Astron moved down toward the stranger’s pinned leg. It was not broken from what he could tell, but the lower leg was pierced through by a sharp offshoot. He could feel the warm blood leaking from the wound as he hacked the stick off from the main branch. He could not take it out under these conditions for fear of doing more harm than good. He gestured to Rob as he took up a position near the injured dino’s shoulder. The trusty Guard Captain lifted the portion of the branch holding down the traveller as Astron heaved him up out of the rut. Rob then let it drop and joined Astron in helping the stranger up.

   “Up you come. There’s a good chap,” Rob urged him along. “Don’t put any weight on that right leg. Just lean on us. We’ll get you where it’s nice and warm.”

   In his sorry state the traveller accepted their aid and grunted something like thanks. Between them the two warriors carried their wounded charge back toward the light and safety of Saurahall.
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   It was not an easy task, but with the aid of several guards, Astron and Rob were able to lug the traveller through the corridors and up the stairs of the Palace. They now sought somewhere to place him. The first empty room they came across was the old nursery. A guard opened the door for them and they stumbled in.

   “Move that table over by the fire,” ordered Astron, and the guard did so. Together he and Rob laid their wounded charge down on the table top as gently as they could to avoid injuring him further.

   “Right,” said Astron as soon as they were relieved of their burden. He gestured to the guard. “Albert.”

   “Yes, sir?” spoke the eager youth, excited that the Defender of the Realm had actually remembered his name.

   “Go find the princess and bring her here, quick as you like. She’s probably still in the Great Hall.”

   “Yes, sir!” responded Albert, who shot out of the room like a lightning bolt.

   “Rob,” continued Astron, “send that other guard to fetch some new clothes and towels, then help me get this fire burning higher. We need to get him warm and dry quickly.”

   Rob nodded and carried out the order. Together they proceeded to do everything in their power to nurse the wounded dinosaur, who had begun to shiver from the damp and cold. Tensely they waited for the princess to arrive.

   “Poor chap,” said Rob with a shake of the head. “I wish we knew more about him. What was he doing out in a blizzard like this, for instance?”

   “I don’t know. And if Alyssa doesn’t come soon, there’s a chance we never will.”

    

   Alyssa glanced anxiously around the Great Hall. She managed to keep a pleasant look on her face, but inside she was beginning to worry about Astron. He and Rob had been out an awful long time now, and it was nearly time for the desserts to be unveiled. Rob never missed a whole meal like this. She felt obliged to go and ask after them, but she could not abandon the numerous guests they had. Nevertheless, her mood was rather irritable, and in between keeping watch, she found time to reprimand her offspring for their table manners.

   “Violet! Keep your claws to yourself. Elbows off the table, Arnor! Frederik, eat your meat! Slow down, Rose!”

   The king made hasty excuses for his grandchildren and Johnny sat observing with quiet amusement as he finished off the bowl of stew in front of him. Despite the bustle, Alyssa spotted the young guard coming briskly toward them from the entry hall. She stood as he came up and bowed.

   “Your Highness,” he spoke.

   “What is it, Albert?” asked Alyssa without hiding the urgency in her voice. “Is Astron hurt? Or your captain?”

   “No, milady!” Albert shook his head for emphasis, delighted that the princess also knew his name. “Quite the contrary. They’re both upstairs and quite well.”

   “What on earth are they hanging about up there for?” She spoke with less urgency and more annoyance.

   “Well, they found a wounded dinosaur in the woods and brought him to the nursery. They asked me to come and fetch you. It’s rather an emergency, I suppose.”

   “Take me to them right away!”

   “Shall I go with you, my lady?” offered Johnny, also rising.

   “Yes, thank you Johnny.”

   “Can we come too, mother?” asked Rose, preparing to rise as well. She and Arnor were curious to see a wounded dinosaur.

   “No, you stay here with your grandfather,” instructed the princess. “I shall return soon, I promise.”

   “Okay, mum,” said Frederik, happy that he would not miss out on his apple torte.

   “Right. Lead the way, Albert. But let’s use the exit through the kitchen so as to cause less of a stir.”

   Albert again bowed, then quickly led the two out of the Great Hall.

    

   Rob stepped back and mopped his brow with the back of his foreclaw.

   “Hot work, that,” he said. “Especially with that ruddy fire going.”

   “I know, Rob,” said Astron. “But at least he’s dry now, and the fire should keep him warm until Alyssa gets here.”

   He regarded the strange dinosaur who lay on the nursery table more closely. He was an Alvarosaurus of sorts, though his scales were a darker shade of green than usual. Now dressed in a clean tunic and wrapped in a guard’s cloak, he bore a notable scar above his left eye and, Astron guessed, an interesting tale to go with it. That was a genuine battle scar, unlike the pathetic little marks on his own forearms, which he had received from a silly childhood accident. He watched as Rob investigated the traveller’s belongings.

   “Exciting life this fellow must lead,” he commented, testing the string on the longbow. Setting it down, he picked up the sword and unsheathed it. He looked the blade up and down as he wielded it. “I’d say he’s chopped more than cabbages with this one, the way it’s worn.” He sheathed it and put it back. “There’s enough here to start a one-dino war.”

   “Right you are, Rob. The question is, who exactly was he looking to start that war with?”

   Just then, Alyssa came into the room with Johnny and Albert.

   “What do we have here?” she asked, rushing over to the wounded Alvarosaur.

   “Got that stuck in his leg out in the woods, milady,” Rob explained, indicating the stick. “We didn’t want to take it out for fear of hurting the wretched fellow. Sorry about the mess on the table.”

   “Don’t worry about it, Rob,” said Alyssa, examining her patient. “The wound is pretty bad, but at least the leg wasn’t broken. You and Astron did well to leave the branch in, but we can take it out now. It’ll hurt a bit, but we have to have it out of there to bind the hole.” Without a second thought, Alyssa held down the leg with one claw and pulled the stick out with no more than a pained twitch from the unconscious dinosaur. She tossed the bloody thing into the fire and began binding the wound.

   “Do you think he’ll live, Alyssa?” asked Astron as she began to apply the dressings. “He’s been out like that for some time.”

   “How long was he exposed to the cold before you found him?”

   “Not too long, I’d say. We heard the crash of the branch falling and found him just a minute later.”

   Alyssa thought for a second.

   “He’ll probably live. There’s a chance he won’t, of course, but he looks like a tough sort, and you got to him pretty quickly. He should wake after a good long sleep, though that leg will take much longer to heal.” She paused. “You and Rob go down and get yourselves something to eat before it’s all gone. I’ll look after things here. Albert, Johnny, you can go with them.”

   “All right,” said Astron. “We’ll leave you to it then. I’m sorry we missed the fun.”

   “Don’t be. You did what you had to, and I’m sure this dinosaur will appreciate it immensely.” She smiled at him as the three prepared to leave. “Oh, and if you could send Martha up while you’re down there…”

   “Of course,” replied Astron. Then he, Rob, Johnny, and Albert left to join in what was left of the night’s celebration.
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   Astron and Rob made it to the Dining Hall before everything was gone, and were able to have two platefuls each. Rob was only and average-sized Alvarosaur, but he had always had an unusually large appetite. If anyone had leftovers, they always passed them to Rob. It was partly due to this that he and the cook were such good friends. As he came to his dessert plate, however, he found young Arnor eying his blackberry tart. Arnor had already finished his, but still desired more. Rob did his best to ignore the young one’s stare, but his discomfort and love for children forced him to give in. With a sigh, he passed his plate to Arnor.
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