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RAVENLOCK

1
An Arrow at Midnight

The pitch black of night hid the bowman in
the woods at the edge of the rough cart-wheel
carved track. The arrow came whistling softly
through the misty air. It was well aimed.

Derek felt the impact on his chest, so
strongly, it winded him, pushing him
backwards as Chester rose on his hind legs
pawing the air in fright. The cold, hard ground
rose up to meet the boy, smacking him firmly
across the face with a star flashed, mind
numbing thwack! Tumbling over and over, he
heard the secondary menace of onrushing feet.

Without thinking, he drew the Maglev
from its pouch at his belt, aimed in the general
direction of the clattering feet, and fired. The
weapon zeroed in on the approaching body
heat, tugging Derek's hand slightly as it
shifted aim. There was a sharp whining sound
from the pistol, and a ghastly scream from the
blackness. Curses rent the air, and he
squeezed another burst in the direction of the
sound, then another.
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"Zeee! zeee! Zeee!" sang the maglev. At
each dreadful note came a chorus of screams
and groans as the barrel spat a thousand
rounds per second into the darkness. Derek
pulled a flare from his belt, aimed it at the
stars, and clicked the release. It soared
skywards. A sunburst, illuminated the ghastly
scene.

Four men lay dead in pools of blood on the
road. Their torsos torn in half by the maglev's
deadly blast. another two, with shattered
legs, lay screaming in the ditch. A third man,
apparently untouched, knelt shivering in fear,
his hands clasped in supplication.

"Forgive me, Lord. | am a poor man. My
wife is sick and | must support four young
children.”

Derek pressed the illuminated blue button
on the maglev's handle. Setting it at
minimum, he fired thrice at the man. Three
rounds clicked into the bandit's legs, and the
unfortunate robber screamed in pain,
throwing himself about on the ground in
agony.

"Supporting your children has now become
harder,"” the boy said with a cold angry tone.
"Take my advice. Stay at home nights."”
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He called Chester, and the white gelding
trotted to him obediently. He scanned the
area for any more bandits. Sensing none, he
holstered the maglev, took the reins, placed
his foot in the stirrup, and swung himself into
the saddle. The flare overhead sputtered, and
Derek jerked forward, squatting into the trot
position. Chester bounded forward obediently
and the road translated slowly into blackness
as the flare dimmed out. Chester knew the
road well, and did not falter in the darkness.

Derek's chest hurt. The arrow had not
penetrated the carbon-fiber vest he wore, but
he knew he would be bruised and sore come
morning.

Around a bend in the road, distant
Ravenlock stood cresting a hill in silhouette
against the twinkling stars. Faint torchlight
could be seen, orange flickering on castellated
walls. The salt yellowed beacon fire glowed
strongly on Falcon Tower. Struck silver by
the rising moon, Derek's home beckoned
invitingly, and encouraged the saddle weary
youngster to speed his way, but mindful of
Chester, he slowed to a walk.

With Ravenlock in clear view, he drew the
maglev once again and thumb switched it to
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Laser. Aiming carefully, he pressed the
trigger, flashing his imminent arrival ahead of
him. Moments later, a brilliant red star shone
momentarily on the battlements. The boy
warmed to the signal. He was tired, longing

for home, and the joys of a hot meal, bath, and
bed. It had been an adventurous journey. He
was glad it was finally over.

—-0---

"They were waiting for you?" Karlon asked,
pouring himself more wine from a jug on a
shelf beside the mellow fire. He pushed a red
hot poker into the goblet, watching the steam
rise from the vessel.

"They may have been waiting for any
traveler,” Derek said. "Perhaps they were
bandits. Times are hard in the villages. Food
is scarce.” He sipped his mulled wine from a
matching silver goblet. Karlon looked down at
his sixteen year old son, noticing that,
although small in size, he seemed older. He
was becoming a young man.

"You're always making excuses for them."

"They're my villagers," Derek said. "I can't
see how they didn't recognize me - especially
with Chester."
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"Oh there's no doubt - they were after you.
A hit on the Landlord. I'm glad you're all
right, but I'm sorry you used the maglev. The
less the villagers know about our technology,
the better."”

"They think we're agents of the devil."
Derek laughed, “Users of the Black Arts.”

"That's not funny. It could be the very
reason for the attack - religious fervor. I'll
check to see how the Church is coping with our
presence. The new priest could become a
thorn in our side.”

"They don't like you because you stopped
them ripping off the villagers with tithes. This
isn't the twenty-second century, Dad. We
couldn't begin to explain science to them.
Anyway, I'm sorry about the maglev, but I
didn't have much choice. | managed to lock
down the reactor leak in the Templon. If we
can arrange to get it here, we might be able to
fix it, but I doubt it. I mean - where can we get
a pair of quantum couplers in the eighth
century?"

"We'll have to make them ourselves."

"That's impossible!"
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"Very difficult, but not impossible,” Karlon
said, "I've been thinking about it. If we can
create a small and specialized workforce in a
technical village - and keep it here, isolated
from the rest of the world so our technology
doesn't leak out ... "

"Listen to yourself," Derek said. He stood
up stiffly. "I'm off to bed. Tell me about the
isolated village concept in the morning. God,
I'm sore all over.”

—-0---

A cold front moved in overnight. Despite
the roaring fire in his room, Derek slept
fitfully, waking often to wrap or re-wrap the
heavy woolen blankets and hides over himself
for warmth. He missed his air conditioned
room and suspension bed, as he missed most
things that they had left behind in the twenty-
second century.

Their time travel excursion was to be his
Twelfth Birthday surprise. It became his
personal nightmare when their Templon
collided with a large rock on landing. It had
been a stupid accident.

The fire in his room grew dim. The cold of
the night seeped slowly in through the board
shuttered window. Derek slept fitfully. Images
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of the past two years floated through his
dreams. They had prepared to enter the past
in the academic way. Their research was
through books at the library and online. Books
have a way of filtering history. The reality of
past life is made to look more perfect.
Politically correct ideas of today fail to meet
the grim realities of yesterday...

He could still feel the crack of the slave
master’s whip across his shoulders and smell -
the stench of the Vikings’ dungeon. He spent
a year in prison labouring hard in the Viking
lord’s fields, beaten and abused. Then he was
put to work in the Mill. Day after day, he
walked and pushed the great iron bar that
turned the grain grinding, brain numbing, mill
stone.

Karlon, the only other survivor of their
expedition, had rescued him at last. Contrary
to Derek's misfortune, Karlon had prospered.
He was a natural leader, and rallied the
peasants against the Viking raiders. With a
band of trusted men, and some unwilling
Viking prisoners as guides, they had raided
the Viking's village and freed the prisoners,
including Derek.
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Harsh beams of light filtered through the
wooden shutters. It was morning. Derek oozed
slowly out of bed. His feet hit the cold stone
floor, and he shuddered. He wrapped the
woolen nightshirt around him and let himself
awake fully. He rubbed the thick fetter-scars
around his ankles, massaging the feeling back
into his toes.

Normally he would dress in medieval garb,
but he intended to stay in the Castle all day,
so he chose a track suit to wear for warmth. It
looked somewhat like a monk’s hooded robe.
The local people were used to seeing Derek
and Karlon in strange clothing.

He opened the bedroom door and walked to
the balcony overlooking the great hall. The
sounds and smells of the castle flowed
upwards and over him. Karlon and the Lady
Istell were already at the long table.

"My Lord, Lady Istell, I bid thee good
morning," Derek said politely. He bent forward
and planted a kiss on her forehead before
taking his place at the table. He had never
quite accepted the fact that his father had
married her. He wondered what his real
mother, in the twenty-second century, might
have said about his father’s bride.
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Derek was fond of his step-mother. After
he had been rescued from the Vikings, she had
nursed him back to health, turning the
bruised and battered skeleton of broken youth
into a strong, healthy teenager. She did not
think that he would survive, but he had. It
was her determination that he would live that
won the battle for his life.

His experiences had toughened him. His
sinews were strong, his muscles were strong,
He did not whine like a child over small
difficulties, and seemed none the worse
mentally for his year of captivity.

Karlon, who knew him from childhood,
could see that he had not escaped so lightly.
There was a hardness about his son, who was
once so gentle and innocent. Derek now had a
streak of harsh cruelty towards others, and
sometimes, himself, which concerned Karlon.
Derek kept a set of manacles and leg-irons in
his room, and occasionally Karlon caught him
out sleeping in them.

"Why do you do this to yourself?" Karlon
asked.

"I don't know," Derek had replied. "I find it
hard to sleep without them."

11
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As a slave, the boy ate bugs and even raw
rats to survive. He still ate food ravenously,
but cared little for its preparation. It mattered
not whether it was well cooked, raw, burnt, or
well made. Food was food, made in the kitchen
to be eaten without fuss or botheration.

A servant girl brought him a bowl of gruel,
a pitcher of milk, and a jar of honey. He mixed
the ingredients into a sweet porridge and
tucked in heartily. His initial hunger
assuaged, he looked up to see that Lord Karlon
and Istell were looking at him. For a moment,
he looked and felt embarrassed, so slowed
down to eat graciously.

“After breakfast, come to my study. | wish
to talk to you,” Karlon said.

Derek bowed his head. “Of course, Father,”
he said deferentially. For the rest of the meal,
he was subdued. Surely his father wasn't
about to chastise him about his table-
manners? Interviews in the study while not
uncommon, were usually intense affairs
concerning Derek’s behavior, or the
shortcomings of his companions.

Derek’s feelings towards his father were
ambivalent. He loved him, but resented his
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carping authority. After breakfast, he took his
time before knocking at his father's door.

"Come in," Karlon said. He was dealing
with a pile of parchments which were always
so much harder to handle than paper. Karlon
motioned to the chair on the other side of the
desk. He attended to his clerk, Julius, making
Derek wait. That wasn't a good sign. Finally,
he dismissed the clerk who took the unwieldy
rolls of parchment with him as he left the
room.

"Last night, 1 had to take three pellets out
of the blacksmith's son. His leg was severely
infected."

"So soon? I'd have given it two or three
days at least," Derek said. "Is he recuperating
in the dungeon?"

"l let him go. Without a kneecap, he'll be
crippled for life."

"I could have killed him. He would have
killed me, given half a chance." Derek stood
up. "Is that all?"

"Sit down. I'm not criticizing you. | think
you did the right thing. A bit harsh, but
effective. So I've got a job for you to do this
morning."
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llYeS?ll

"You are to go into Valeton with a small
detachment and hold court in my place. It
may help establish your authority there. It's
your manor, so you'll have to do it eventually.
I'm too busy working on our research and
development to be able to spend time dealing
with thieves and drunkards."

Derek was curious. "Developing what?"

"Precision lathes and machines. I'm
turning the apartments above the stables into
a science workshop. Julius is going to help
me."

"l take it that I leave my maglev behind?
No more kneecaps?" Derek said lightly. His
gaze wandered around the room, taking in the
battle flags and weapons that hung on the
wall as decorations. He half listened to his
father, attending to what Karlon was saying
while closely examining the mechanism of the
automatic crossbow that was lightly fastened
to a hook on the wall behind the desk. It was
loaded. Anyone bursting in to take Karlon by
surprise would be very unhappy.

"Got it in one. Change into court dress. As
I don't want the castle dungeons to be filled
with the valley's riff-raff, 1 suggest you
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schedule light, but appropriate punishments.
Hard work on the roads never killed anyone.
Thargould, The sheriff will want to hang
everyone. Resist his appeals, unless it
concerns stolen food. We have to be tough on
that, or everyone will starve."

"It might be a good time to get the streets
cleaned of garbage," Derek mused. "I wonder
how the town guard is at supervising a large
clean-up squad?"

"That's the sort of thinking I'm after. We
do need something to deter thieving. No point
chopping off hands - they might be needed to
swing swords if the Sea-Lords invade us
again."

"A good whipping?" Derek suggested.

"Won't win you any friends, but it might
work. Boros can do it. He's sensible enough to
inflict plenty of pain with a non-lethal touch.
I'll leave it to you.

"Don’t become personally involved in the
whipping. Make it seem as if the sheriff
ordered it. Do the Solomon thing, and you'll
gain respect. The locals might just leave you
alone if they think you're going to be their
magistrate from time to time."
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“Anything else?” Derek asked.

“You might visit the church and talk to the
local priest. He’s new. Invite him to the castle
for an audience, and sus out if he has any
bright young scholars in tow. | need some
metal working apprentices who can read,
write, and fathom plans. No need to tell him
that, of course.”

“The devil's work,” Derek said in a deep
voice.

“Which reminds me - stay chaste. The
local girls aren’t virgins and you could catch
something nasty.”

—-0---

It took Derek an hour to change and get
ready. He chose Fleetfoot as his mount for the
day. Chester needed a rest, for he had been
ridden hard for the last week. Fleetfoot was a
brown mare that blended in with the horses
his attendants rode.

With the knight sergeant at his side, he
inspected the men. Satisfied, he assumed a
casual stance and addressed them. "Most of
you know me by sight. 1 am Lord Karlon’s
son. You are my bodyguards. This is my first
court in the town. Last night, | was attacked
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while on my way home. So keep your eyes
open for trouble.

“My aim is to be welcomed by the good
citizens in the valley, so | don't want any
rough stuff if it can be avoided. Be friendly,
but a little distant. Remember, you are Lord
Karlon’s men. They must treat you with
respect, but not fear - and definitely not
hatred. So be kindly towards them, but do not
smile or joke with them.”

“I've sent a rider ahead to let the Sheriff
know to expect you,” Boros said. He turned to
his men. “Stand firm! Now listen here - You
lovely lot have been chosen to guard the young
Lord Derek, and help him with his duties.

Look sharp about it. Mount up!”

They rode down the long mountain trail in
single file, stopping at the base where it joined
the Keck River Road. This was continually
being up graded by the townsmen, who
respected the sense in having a fine
communications route along the length of the
valley. Karlon’s army could travel along it at
speed, which was a decided advantage when
facing the Sea Lords - packs of roving Vikings
with the mobility of their long ships enabling
them to raid up and down the river at will.
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By noon, they entered Valeton, and rode
directly to the Keep that functioned as town
defense, lockup, administrative centre, and
guard rooms. It was one of the few stone
buildings in the town, although the wooden
inns and shops were well made by skilled
carpenters. In front of the Keep was the town
square. A dais had been set up for shade, and
a large wooden chair took center stage.
Karlon’s Banner hung behind the chair, but
Derek had his own - a stag rampant with a
sword in one fore hoof, and a shield on the
other. The stag had a hind foot on a horned
helmet. The message was pictorially
unfriendly to Vikings.

“Place it to the Left of Lord Karlon's,” the
boy said, handing his colours to one of the
sheriff's attendants.

“Young Lord Derek, It is a pleasure to
receive you,” Thargould said gratuitously.

“It is a pleasure to be here,” Derek said.
“My father thought it about time | made better
acquaintance with Valeton and its good
citizens.”

“By judging some of our bad ones,” the
sheriff joked. “But first, you and your retinue
must refresh yourselves. My guards will care
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for your horses while you partake of our
hospitality in the Keep.”

“Normally, my men would care for their
own mounts, but in these circumstances, |
warrant that will be the best course, as my
guards are to stay with me.”

“Prudent, my Lord. There is loose talk in
the valley, and some not to your father’s
favour.”

“Or mine. We may have strange ways,
Master Sheriff, but I assure you we do not
practice magic or sorcery. All that we do is the
result of natural forces. We have traveled far,
and seen much. What we have learned in far
places is good for the valley.”

They walked sedately into the Hall of the
Keep where a large table spread with meats
and ale awaited them.

“As | well know,” the sheriff agreed. “That
business with the cow pats worked a treat.
Our fields are the greenest in the kingdom.
Your father is the most just Lord we have ever
had. We have no plague. He distributes some
of our taxes to the poor. Hardly anyone is poor,
now. Most of the taxes build the roads and the
army.”

19



RAVENLOCK

Derek and his men were seated and began
to eat with little ceremony. The Sheriff and
many of the important townsmen joined them.

“If everyone is well off, they can pay more
taxes to build schools for the children, and
hospitals for the sick - but those things are to
come. At the moment, the Church fulfills
those duties.”

“The church is not so well off now,”
Thargould mused. “May | present Daniel
Roser, a man of many talents, including the
ability to obtain sums of money when they are
needed.”

“Greetings, Roser. You are a lender of
money?”

“If you need any, Young Lord. My rates are
very reasonable.”

“Have a care that they always remain so.
Can you figure?”

“As well as anyone learned in church,”
Roser replied. “For instance, should a man
require two hundred pence for a year, he could
have that amount for a mere two shillings.”

“A twelfth? Methinks the Church is more
honest,” Derek said. “I'd say a half shilling
20
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would be more fair. That's three parts of a
hundred.” He turned away from Roser, who
sat with his jaw slightly open in foolish
astonishment.

To Thargould he asked, “How goes the new
priest?”

“Not friendly to the folks of Ravenlock,”
Thargould said.

“After judgment, | wish to see him,”
“I shall have him sent for,” Thargould said.

“At the Church. I'll see him on his own
ground. That way, he will feel more at ease
with me.”

“As you wish, Lord Derek.” The sheriff
bowed in compliance.

Derek spent the rest of the meal talking to
various citizens. He avoided drinking too
much - he needed a clear head for the
afternoon. It seemed that the town was in
good shape generally, and an air of general
optimism and prosperity prevailed with
everyone that he met.

Later, seated on the judgment throne, he
surmised that his first impressions might not
be correct.
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The first matter brought before him was
that of a farmer who owed two shillings in
interest to Daniel Roser.

“Two shillings? What a co-incidence. |
presume, Willie of the Cows, that it was two
hundred pennies that you borrowed from
Roser a year ago?”

“Why, my Lord. That's exactly how it was.”

“And did you understand that at the end of
the year you'd have to pay back the two
hundred pennies as well as the two shillings of
interest?”

“Why, yes, Lord. How did you know?”

“Never mind.” He turned to Roser “And did
you tell your client that he should save some
17 or 18 pence each month so that he could
discharge his debt?”

“Well ... No.”

“You are a man of figures - as you boasted
recently. Clearly Willie is not. Nevertheless,
he entered the debt knowingly. He owes you
the money, and this is how he shall repay it:

“The debt is now 224 pennies. That is what
he owes you, but for your carelessness in not
acquainting him with the means for
discharging the debt, you will lend him that
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amount again for one year but at a lower rate.
He must pay you 20 pennies each month, for
one year. This will discharge the debt and to
your profit, Daniel Roser. Not at the rate of a
shilling per year per hundred, but a little
better than the three pence per hundred I
mentioned at table. Are you both satisfied?”

Willie, hardly able to grasp the
mathematics, but sure the repayments were
within his reach, nodded furiously. Daniel
was sanguine at the judgment, but knowing
the boy’s mind, was ready to agree. He had
visions of lower profits in the times ahead.

“l agree, my learned Lord,” Daniel said.
“For to be sure,” Willie said.

“Then it's settled,” Derek said. “Let the
judgment be written. Next case.”

There was a wailing noise, and two burly
guardsmen dragged a young boy wearing the
remnants of rags and heavy manacles and leg
irons. He was filthy, and his ribs showed
clearly under tightly stretched skin.

“A young thief, your Lordship.” Thargould
announced. “Stealing food from the market.”
He said, casting down two blackened apples.

“How old is this boy?” Derek asked.
23
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Borland, the sheriff's clerk, consulted a
piece of parchment on which the charges were
written. Derek snapped his finger and made a
grabbing motion. The piece of parchment was
placed in his hand. He read the details.

“Theft of food in these hard times is a
capital crime,” Thargould said.

“Would you care to eat it, My Lord
Sheriff?” Derek asked. There was a titter of
laughter from the crowd. “How old are you,
Boy?”

“His tongue’s been cut,” The clerk said,
“but I'd say about twelve - maybe eleven.”

“Has he been fed?” Derek asked.

“Oh, yes, Sir,” the clerk said. “Fed him
myself, | did. He’'s a lot better than he was
when Farmer Dodd found him.”

Derek stood up and walked from the dais
to inspect the prisoner. He pushed the rags
aside and looked at the boy’s back. “See these
scars?” he asked.

“No. He was too filthy to touch, Lord.”

“Vikings work. You escaped from them, did
you?” Derek asked the boy, who nodded in
affirmation. Derek stood up and shouted out to
the crowd: “This boy was captured by the Long
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ships. He must have defied them to get this
whipping, and gave them all a good cursing for
they cut his tongue. He escaped from them.
Would you have him hanged as a thief?”

There was a burst of discussion from the
crowd and Derek mounted the dais, sat in his
chair and held up his hand for silence. The
noise stopped.

“Do you agree with me,” Derek asked
Thargould quietly.

“That may well be the case, My Lord. But
surely he could have got help by asking - not
stealing. I'd say he was in trouble elsewhere -
banished, perhaps after a whipping and
tongue cutting.”

“Do you not brand young thieves, or cut off
their hand?”

“Yes, Lord. And if they offend again, we
stretches their necks. An the Lord’s
permission.”

“A one-handed slave is no value to a
Viking, And they like their boys pretty, so
they don’t brand them on the face. Lift his left
upper arm and look on the inside.”

The Viking slave mark was clearly visible,
burnt firmly on the boy’s arm.
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“How do we know that’s a Viking slave
mark?”

“Because - | have one just like it,” Derek
said, pulling his left arm from under his shirt
and holding it up.” There was a sudden
silence all around. “I was held captive by the
Vikings, as many here do know. Justice must
be tempered with mercy - if possible.”

“True, Lord,” Thargould said, “But Justice
must be firm or the people will lose confidence
in it. Clearly he stole. Clearly his theft was
food - rotten or good. Clearly - you must
sentence him to the rope.”

Daniel put his arm back through the sleeve
of his shirt, and re-arranged his cloak. Karlon
had warned him about Thargould'’s attitude.

At that moment, Roser stepped forward
and bowed

“Your Grace, May | indulge the court with
some helpful commentary?”

“Do you know anything about our law?”
Thargould asked. “That none interrupt the
proceedings. You may watch and listen, but
you have not been called.”

Derek looked at Roser, who raised an
eyebrow to him as if in a silent signal.
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Derek smiled to himself. “Sheriff, you
might wish to call Daniel Roser. It would
please me if you did.”

“Very well, My Lord.” Thargould said
quietly. “Daniel Roser - Come into the Court!”

Daniel bowed profusely, and Derek bowed
his head slightly in acknowledgement.

“My Lord Derek, with permission, The lad
has no-one to speak for him, so I ask if I may
do so?”

The sheriff growled slightly, but Derek
ignored him. “That seems fair, Daniel. | am
reluctant to hang a wretched boy for theft of
rotten fruit, especially in the circumstances
which we have here. Defend him if you can,
and give me good reason to spare his
miserable life.”

“My lord. Consider the fruit.” Daniel said,
reaching down without disgust and offering it
to Derek, holding both hands out with it so it
was inches from his nose. Derek looked at it
without flinching. He remembered eating far
worse. “l consider that this is not food, but
garbage - waste that is unfit to eat. Even our
sheriff would not eat it, as you pointed out in
jest when this case commenced.”
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“S0?”

“If it is not ‘food’ then the capital charge
does not apply. As to his crime of theft of
garbage; Did not your Father say in court that
we must do all in our power to aid those
victims of the raiders?”

Derek turned to the sheriff. “My Lord
sheriff, do you wish to debate this matter
further?”

“He do look a poor wretch, Sir. I'm
wondering what's to be if you acquit him. Will
he turn to thieving for his food again? Who
will care for him? | rest my argument, Lord
and call for judgment.”

“Do you call for judgment?” Derek asked
Daniel.

“Yes. Lord.”

“My judgment is for acquittal. He is free to
go. Strike his irons.”

Derek was pleased at the response of the
crowd, as they cheered his decision. Clearly
there was a lot more sympathy for the urchin
than had appeared on the surface. Yet he
reasoned that perhaps, if he had sentenced the
boy to death, the same crowd would have
enjoyed the spectacle of his hanging.
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Derek watched as the burliest of the
guards picked the boy up gently and carried
him back to the keep where the blacksmith
would remove the chains.

“Keep the boy in your custody, clean him
up, clothe him, and feed him some gruel - not
too rich, not too much, for he has been starved.
On our departure, we shall take him back to
Ravenlock. My father may be able to repair his
tongue, and we will certainly want any
intelligence he can give us regarding the
Viking raiders. Next case.”

-0

After deciding four more matters, all
disputes were decided. Derek enjoyed himself.
His judgments met with overall approval, and
although he sensed some reserve on the part of
Thargould, there was no enmity in the man.
He was merely suspicious of Derek’s youth.
Lord, Derek’s decisions were not final, for
Thargould could appeal any matter to Karlon
and the High Council if he wished, but this did
not arise, so the boy felt he had done well.

After court, Derek rode to the church with
his bodyguards, Thargould and two town
counselors. Father Clemens waited for him at
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the West Door with two deacons who looked
VEry nervous.

Thargould made the introductions. “My
Lord Duke, may I present the holy father
Clemens, newly appointed to this church.
Father, this is Lord Derek, son of Lord
Karlon.”

“I have heard much of Lord Karlon and his
son,” Clemens said softly. Derek wasn't sure,
from the tone of the cleric’s voice, whether he
was a friend or enemy.

“My father and | have heard of you,
Father. 1 have been asked to convey his
personal greetings, his congratulations at your
new position, and to invite you to visit us at
Ravenlock - when it is convenient for you.”

“We thank you, and will attend upon your
Lordships at some time in the near future,”
Clemens said, bowing his head respectfully.

“My father asked me to present you with
this box - for your usage,” Derek said,
motioning to Boros, who walked forward and
presented the small decorated wooden box to
the priest. One of the deacons obeyed Clemens
gesture, and received the box. It was heavy,
and jingled slightly. Derek knew the coins
were silver, and quite valuable. They had a
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lion on one side, and a date palm on the other.
As pure silver, they had no need to be of any
particular denomination or origin.

Clemens took the box from the deacon, and
looked inside briefly. He looked up and smiled
broadly. “Thank your Father for his kindness.
Tell him he shall be remembered in our
prayers. And | hope he will have the
opportunity to visit us for a Mass in his honor.
When | come to visit him in the castle, | shall
celebrate a mass for everyone at Ravenlock.”

Derek smiled broadly. The change in the
priest's demeanor was as if someone had
illuminated him with cheer.

It was meant to be a brief encounter, so the
party did not stay. Nobody entered the church.
Derek didn't want to embarrass anyone, for he
knew that at least one of the bandits who had
tried to assassinate him on the road was
hiding within, claiming sanctuary. The boy
noticed the priest’s relief when the company
remounted ready to depart.

Clemens made the sign of the cross in
benediction, a motion taken up by many of the
guards, but not Thargould or Boros. Derek
gave a wave with his hand, and the party rode
back to town.
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2.

Anthony

Karlon examined the boy lying on the
raised table, prodding, poking, thumping his
chest, and listening with his make-do
medieval stethoscope. “Basically sound. In
better condition than you were, Derek - apart
from his tongue.” Karlon said.

“Can you fix his tongue?” Derek asked.

“No. Back in our time, with plastic
surgery, it would be possible, but we can't do it
here. Besides, he’'d be in terrible pain for
weeks, not to mention the very real possibility
of infection. As it is, his stump has healed,
and he may be able to talk a bit with a little
speech therapy.” Karlon put his instruments
away and signaled the boy to get up by lifting
his head up with one hand. He swung him
upright so his feet dangled off the table. “What
do you wish to call him?”

“You mean - name him?”

“You should. He’s your foundling. He’s
rather bright. He'd make an excellent page,
but treat him with respect. Remember, as a
slave, he gave the Vikings a hard time.”
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“I'll name him ‘Anthony’, Derek said,
placing his hand gently on the boy’s back.
Anthony stiffened on contact, and the boy
stood down from the table.

“That's a good name.” Karlon agreed. Give
him time, Derek. He’s been through hell. Same
as you.

Derek stripped his theatre gown off and
reached for his tracksuit top. As he turned,
Anthony had a clear view of Derek’s back. The
cruel scars slashed across it were black,
raised, grotesque. Anthony gasped in
surprise. He walked over to Derek and lifted
his arm to view the slave brand. He groaned,
looking fearfully at Karlon.

“It's all right. It's all right. He’'s my father.
He isn’'t a Viking. Look.” Derek walked over to
Karlon, who placed his arms around his son
and held him affectionately. “Father,” he said,
emphasizing the word in Celtic as best he
could.

Anthony relaxed. “Fava,” he said, using
his lips and teeth.

“You got it,” Derek said. “And I reckon
we’ll be able to get you talking in next to no
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time - even if we're the only ones who can
understand you.”

—-0---

The dungeon door opened with a crash,
and Derek struggled to his feet. The men
grabbed him and dragged him over to the
large metal forge where his feet were lifted up
so the Smith could pound the rivets from his
fetters. Every strike of the hammer was so
painful that he screamed. It felt as if his
ankles were being broken. At last, the irons
were free. The boy staggered to his feet. They
laughed at him as he stumbled around. For a
moment, he wondered if his hands were to be
freed, but they dragged him from the dark
room into the blazing light of the morning.
Naked, he ran stumbling to keep up as they
pulled him across the rough stony ground. He
recognized their destination with terror.

The Black Mill.

He screamed and struggled as they pulled
him towards the great wooden door. The slave
he was to replace lay - a skeleton corpse -
crumpled beside the path.

As the heavy wooden doors to the mill
opened, light streamed into the chamber. A
great stone mill -wheel could be seen, with
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large wooden poles radiating from it.
Shackled to each pole was a slave. They shied
from the light, except one, a pale thin youth
whose eyes had been burned from their
sockets. A gallery ran around the interior wall
of the mill, for the slave master, who stood
watching the newcomer as he was shackled to
the pole.

“Wet his back!” one of the men suggested.
A ladle of boiling water was thrown over his
naked back, and Derek screamed as it scalded
him. “Push!” shouted the slave-master. As if
to emphasize his command, he flicked Derek
across the back with his whip. Derek could not
believe the intensity of the pain as it split fire
across his already scalded skin. “Push! Push!
The man shouted. Derek strained despite the
pain and the mill wheel began to turn as the
slaves bent to their task. As the grain entered
from the hopper at the top, the huge wheel
seemed to slow and stop. They pushed harder,
and it began to crawl forward, only to stop
again.

“This will start them,” the slave master
said, fetching a brazier of glowing coals. He
pulled a thick glowing iron bar from the heat.
“Hold that boy,” the slave master said,
pointing to one of the slaves. He was held fast,
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and screamed as the bar was thrust into his
eyes, first one, then the other. The boy
thrashed about in extremes of pain and shock.
“Now this one,” the man said, pointing to
Derek. He was held in a grip of iron by two of
the men. The slave master dipped the iron
into the brazier and withdrew it red hot. He
advanced on Derek, who screamed with horror
as the fiery red rod reached for his eyes.

“Nooooo!” he screamed.

“What's wrong?” Someone said, shaking
him. It was his page, Denonios. Derek was
thrashing about on his bed sprawling blankets
and skins everywhere. He was sweating, and
trembling with fear, shaking uncontrollably.
Light streamed in from the window, striking
his face full on. He gasped and gasped.

“Twas an ill dream,” he puffed out. “An
evil spirit from the past. Pay it no mind.”

“You'll want to refresh yourself,” Denonios
said, stripping soiled sheets from Derek’s bed.
Derek looked at them with feelings of shame
and horror. “Pay this no mind, Lord. It must
have been a powerful strong dream. I'll fetch
some water and towels.”
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“Thank you, Denonios,” Derek said. He
stripped his nightshirt off and stood naked at
the window, toweling the worst of the
nightmare’s mess off himself. “You're right. It
was a powerful nightmare. One I'd not want to
relive again.”

Two servants brought in a large tub, which
they proceeded to fill with warm water. Derek
sank into it gratefully, and allowed Denonios
to bathe his back as he sponged himself clean.
He bathed thoroughly, dried himself off, and
changed into a white linen over-shirt, short
breeches, woolen stockings, and fine leather
boots. He girded his sword belt while
Denonios combed his hair from behind.

“Ready to face the day, My Young Lord?”
Denonios asked cheerfully.

Derek gave his servant an affectionate
hug. “You're too good to me,” he said.

“Your care is my duty, Lord. It should be
no other way. I'll attend to your room.”

-0

As Boros drilled the young cadet soldiers,
Anthony stood to one side watching them. He
wore breeches, sandals, and a pale blue linen
shirt which was slightly oversized. He turned
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as Derek walked down the steps and stood
behind him. Anthony Knelt down on one knee,
bowing deeply, “My Or,” he said.

Derek lifted him up. “You don’t need to
bow to me like that,” he said. “A nod will do.
Like this ... * he demonstrated, nodding his
head. “Can you call me Derek?

“Gegeg,” Anthony replied, using the back
of his tongue.

“I guess that's close enough,” Derek said.
“All the boys in this area come to the castle to
learn to fight. They start when they are
twelve years old. That's a bit young to take on
the raiders, but by the time they’re eighteen,
most of them are pretty formidable warriors.
What do you want to learn? The sword, or the
bow?”

Anthony made a large gesture with his
hands and arms of a sword fight, then a bow.

“Both?”

Anthony nodded. “Barf.” So Derek
arranged for the boy to join the youngest
squad of cadets.

Boros was not one to favor growing lads,
especially if he sensed they were capable with
the sword or bow. “And now we’ve settled
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Anthony, what about you, my young Lord?
Care to give your cohort a workout?” He was
referring to the fact that Derek was nominally
Captain of the cadets. “Take Forgold. He
needs the practice.”

Derek swallowed. Forgold made no secret
of his dislike of Derek. He was also the best
swordsman in the corps. “If you wish, Sir
Boros.” He said.

Forgold came across grinning. He drew his
practice sword - milled dull so it could not cut,
but solid iron, nevertheless, and quite capable
of delivering a broken bone or nasty bruise.
Indeed, a sharp cut across the head might
even be fatal. He nodded casually to Derek,
and placed his sword in the guard position.
Derek removed his sword from its scabbard,
and handed it to Boros. It was made from
Titanium, and would cut a practice sword in
half, but Boros didn’'t know that. He frowned
as he tested it, then handed Derek a regular
iron practice sword.

The rest of the cadets formed a circle
around the battling duo, edging them on with
shouts of encouragement to their champion:
“Come on Forgold. Forgold! Forgold!” Nobody
cheered Derek.
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Derek took position, and Forgold leapt to
the attack, sweeping, cutting, thrusting, and
parrying with a blur of motion that made
Derek sweat as he countered the boy’s ferocity.
For a moment they broke, circling each other
warily. “I hear you had a messy night?”
Forgold said, then leapt forward with a great
sweep of his sword. For a split second, Derek
saw red. He noticed the boy had come too
close - was too attached to the sword he
carried so expertly. Derek kicked up into
Forgold’s crotch with his boot, doubling the
youth over, and laid the flat of his sword
across the side of the boy’s head. Forgold was
out for the count.

There was silence, and a few muttered
curses against the young Lord. He faced them
down.

“Always remember!” he shouted. “With the
Vikings, you are fighting for your lives. Do not
expect them to fight fair! The winner walks
off the battlefield. The loser rots on it!” He
turned on Boros and shouted at him loudly.
“Teach them to fight, sword master. Fancy
blade work may be useful, but it's the fighter
who wins battles.”

41



RAVENLOCK

He handed the iron practice sword to Boros
and took his own. Then he faced the man and
went to the guard position. Boros was
confused. Derek nodded and the sword master
struck a blow. Derek was waiting for the move
and parried full power. Boros’ sword snapped
at the handle and Derek’s flashed forward to
his throat, coming to a stop a centimeter from
the Adam’s apple. “It isn’t fair - as | said.”

“The sword is bewitched.”

“The sword is made of stronger metal.
Iron can cut copper or bronze. This can cut
iron. It is not magic.”

“Where can one get such metal?”

“Titanium steel, it comes from a very
distant land. It is one off. Alas, there are no
more such swords. Perhaps we should tend to
master Forgold.”

“He'll survive.”

“I hope so. Make him Anthony’s mentor.
Tell him he must teach the boy all he knows,
and look after him. 1 shall view such service
favorably, as Anthony is my servant. Ask him
to look at the boy’s tongue and explain that it
got that way through careless speech to his
masters. When he has overcome his bluster
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and anger, tell him that, in battle, I would
rather have him at my side than any other
man.”

“l understand, Lord. Forgive me.”

“There is nothing to forgive, Sir Boros. We
have all learned lessons today. | have learnt
that these cadets do not know me. I am a
stranger in their midst. This must change.
From now on, | will attend practice with them
regularly - as one of them, not as someone
special. | will earn their respect, not demand
it through birthright. Now | have matters to
attend to with my Father. May | be
dismissed?”

“An you salute me, you may, Cadet Lord
Derek.”

Derek stepped back and saluted, then
turned on his heel and walked back to the
tower.

—-0---

"My worry," Karlon said, "Is that these
raids are getting far too frequent. "We have
no defences along the River." He pointed to the
large map painted on the wall of his briefing
room.
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"We'll have to train the villagers to defend
themselves, then." Derek said. "If we can
train them to do anything. They hate us.
They think we're evil demons.”

"I know. But | have a plan. The slavers
attack to a pattern. They harvest the coast,
and | think I know where they'll attack next. |
want to send a squad of our most experienced
men to ambush the next attack and teach the
Vikings a lesson they won't forget."”

"Sounds like a great idea. Who will you
send, Boros?"

"Yes. And you. But you will be armed
with the Maglev. Boros will have orders to
defend that weapon to his death. Therefore he
will defend you."

Derek felt as if he had been winded. "You
want me to ambush the Vikings?"

"You are afraid?"

"Me, no. | am terrified. Last night, | had a
nightmare. It was so bad, | fouled myself."

"I heard about that. It's time you faced
your fear. You are not a coward. | know that.
You are afraid of your former masters. They
taught you to be afraid. Now you must strike
back at them. Do you understand?"
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"Yes," the boy replied. He paused,
swallowed, then said, "When do we go?"

"You will go tomorrow. Boros has the
expedition prepared. Fifty men — a large force.
Remember - take the maglev and several full
magazines with you, and make sure you have
spare batteries.”

"Yes, Father." Derek said.
—-0---

From his window, he could look out over
the battlements across the wide valley towards
the buttress of mountains to the West and
South.

The town of Ravenford was to the North.
It had some five hundred peasants, mostly
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farmers, some river fishermen, boatmen, and a
small community of citizens engaged in trade.
While it didn't have anything like an army,
the inhabitants were capable of retaliating
against any small raid. A well-planned foray
by several Viking longboats, however, could
wreak havoc. Karlon expected a raid, and
fairly soon. Derek did not know how Karlon
knew, but obviously his father had intelligence
from somewhere.

"Gegeg?" someone said quietly from behind
him. He turned to see Anthony standing
quietly by the door.

"Yes, Anthony?" Derek asked. The boy had
his own room down the passage. Anthony
walked over to the window and looked out. He
looked up at Derek, and the older boy put his
hand across the back of the youngster's
shoulder. "Tomorrow, I'm going with the army
to fight the Vikings. I'd like to take you with
me, but Karlon wants you to stay here."

Anthony gestured to himself and then
Derek.

"It's orders, Anthony. We have to obey
orders - it's part of the way things are run
around here." He squeezed the boy across the
shoulders. "Besides, the armourer wants to kit
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you out properly before you attend any
battles." He paused and looked down at the
disappointed boy's upturned face. "Don't
worry, Anthony. I'll leave some battles for you,
| promise.”

—-0---

They approached Ravenford from the
South. Boros sent four scouts ahead to
reconnoiter the town. Unlike the men in chain-
mail armor, the scouts had fast horses, and
dressed in dark brown clothing to blend in
with the woodland environment. They knew
their tasks thoroughly, and returned with a
favorable report.

"The townspeople have no idea of our
presence in the area, Sir Boros. There is a low
hill to the East where we can camp and watch
the River."

"Set no fires, and order the men to keep
out of sight,” Boros ordered as soon as they
reached the area.

The men led the horses to a quiet glade
where they were tethered. Boros had trained
his men well. They made little sound as they
set up camp. Derek's tent was set up for him.
He saw his task as being similar to that of a
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political leader of the expedition. Boros was
the military tactician.

They did not expect any immediate activity
from the Vikings, but knew that this was the
season when their raids generally started.
Perhaps Karlon had some military intelligence
of his own. If that was so, he hadn't confided
it to Derek. Boros posted two lookouts at the
top of the hill. Within a few hours, the area
was a secure military camp. Derek watched
everything that happened, and took careful
note of the way in which Boros commanded his
men.

It was a strange experience, camping in a
silent forest, in a silent military camp. As
there was nothing much to do at night, Derek
went to bed early. He woke at dawn well
rested. They had time to survey the country
whereabouts, and decided that total silence
was unnecessary. Hunting parties were
dispatched to secure game. All the while, two
men manned the watchtower at the top of the
hill. Derek took his turn in the afternoon.
They had a beautiful view of the coast; it was
possible to see for miles up and down the
River. With his binoculars, it was possible for
Derek to look into the town.
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They camped for a week, during which
nothing happened. The men started to become
bored. A few began to complain that the town
was near and the ale at the inn was sweet.
That night it was full moon, and at last, the
Vikings came to town.

Four longboats hugged the opposite bank
of the river. No sail was set, so the boats were
hard to see, but Forgold had the eyes of an
owl. He sent his companion to warn the camp,
and continued to observe the longboats
through Derek’s binoculars. The wind was
blowing Northerly, and they set their sails to
cross the river. Derek and Boros rode up the
winding path that had been cut around the
hill for just this purpose. They dismounted at
the base of the wooden tower, and soon joined
Forgold on the observation platform.

"How long will it take for them to reach the
town?" Derek asked.

"About an hour, | should think," Boros
said. "We should arrive there just in time."

By the time they had reached the camp,
the men were mounted and battle ready.
Derek dismounted and raced into his tent. He
donned his lightweight carbon fibre armor,
and unlocked the box with the maglev. It was
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battle ready within moments, and sheathed to
his side along with a bandoleer of cartridges.
Satisfied, he raced back to the men. They
seemed cheered by the fact that he was so
strangely garbed. To them, Derek was a
powerful wizard, and his clothing, which could
not be penetrated by blade or arrow, was a
sign of his power. They were uncertain of the
maglev, for none of them had seen it fire.

By the light of the full moon, they cantered
down the track that led to the town road.
Once on the road, they formed up into battle
groups. By the time they reached the town,
they had to move through a large crowd of
refugees fleeing from the Vikings. When the
sun rose, the sails of the Longboats were in
plain view as they swept across the river
towards the tiny town.

Between the town and the river was a
forest, then a wide grassy space - a flood plain,
but in the dry weather, it was now a grassy
meadow. A young man sat on his horse,
Chester, waiting in the centre of the field for
the Vikings to arrive.

It was obvious that he'd been seen, but the
men on the boats took their time offloading a
platoon of foot soldiers that stood about
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talking, and using a simple crane to sling
horses to the sandy river beach. Only when
these were ready did a group of men with
horned helmets — the officers — disembark.

Derek sat patiently on Chester, observing
the landing closely. There was a certain grim
methodology about the invaders’ actions.
Derek used his binoculars to look over the
boats. He had a clear view of the ragged
figures chained together on the deck. Slaves —
young men, youths and boys.

The Vikings had removed their shields,
which lined the deck in a protective flank.
Some of the men had crossbows. One of them
started to load his bow, and his companions
were gesturing towards the boy. He had no
doubt that a crossbow bolt, although it could
not penetrate his carbon fibre armor, was
capable of making a nasty concussion wound.
He wheeled Chester around and began to trot
back towards the tree line.

At the sight of his retreat, there was a
commotion amongst the mounted invaders.
Two of them sprang to their horses and set off
after Derek. The boy rode unerringly towards
the forest. An arrow sped past his right ear,
and he lowered himself onto the horse’s back
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to create a smaller target. At the edge of the
trees, he turned Chester around and waited.
The Viking warriors thundered towards him.
Others had mounted their horses to join in the
sport. The warriors on the beach began their
advance.

Derek knew his foe well. They were fierce
in battle, strong fighters, but had little
discipline. While strong, powerful, skilled in
single combat, and utterly ruthless, their
creed was that men, ultimately, were
responsible for themselves.

The boy’s presence had forced them to
commit themselves before they were really
ready. They were determined to cut him off
before he could raise the alarm in the town.

Derek waited until they were close enough,
then turned Chester and rode into the tree
line. The pursuers followed him right into a
deadly trap. Boros and his bowmen were
waiting. As soon as the Vikings entered the
forest, they were cut down without mercy. A
couple tried to turn their mounts and retreat,
but Derek shot them down with the maglev. It
wasn't meant to be fair.

Boros dropped his lance, and the cry was
taken up: “Advance! Advance and take no
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prisoners!” Boros’s cavalry charged from the
forest towards the oncoming army of Viking
warriors. Derek emptied a clip across the
oncoming horde. The maglev purred at the
rate of a hundred thousand pellets a second,
and by the time the cavalry made contact,
there was little to be done.

“Take the boats!” Derek shouted. There
was activity abroad, and he changed
magazines to a low explosive charge, aimed his
weapon to the waterline of each vessel, and cut
a wide hole horizontally in each one so that,
even if launched, they would be useless.

Taking the beached vessels was not an
easy matter. The Vikings left on board were
determined to put up a fight, and Derek
wanted to liberate the slaves. He scanned the
decks with his binoculars. A large warrior in a
fur coat stood warily at the railing looking
down on the besieging army.

“Vashon,” Derek said tightly.
“You know him?” Boros asked.

“He used to own me. So he's behind this
little raid. Hasn't turned out too well for him,
has it?”
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“We could burn out the boats.” Boros
suggested.

“He knows we wouldn't if he has Anglo
slaves on board. But start preparations. Act
as if we don't care.”

“What if he calls our bluff?” Boros asked.
“He could put one or two to the sword — just
for show.”

“Start some fires, anyway. Bring up
scaling ladders. We'll start at the outside
boats and work inward. It will be messy work,
I'm afraid. While you're doing that, I'll try and
talk some sense into him.”

“Get close to those ships, and they'll
skewer you, lad. They’ve got crossbows.”

Derek dismounted and handed the reins of
Chester to a foot soldier.

“Care for him well, Cedrik.” He looked up
at Boros. “Vashon has honour — of sorts. He
might recognize a flag of truce. Get me a
white pennant.”

Boros sighed audibly. “You speak their
language. | hope you know their customs as
well. If I lose you, I'm going to have a hard
time explaining it to your father.”
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Derek handed the maglev up to the knight.
“Just make sure you look after this. I'll want it
back.”

-0

The Viking and his former slave met on
the beach. Derek removed his helmet so that
there could be no doubt as to who he was. It
was a dangerous move, as it left his head
exposed. A crossbow bolt could go right
through his skull like so much paper.

“You!” Vashon exclaimed, recognizing the
boy.

“I am no longer your slave, Chief Vashon. |
am Lord Derek, Duke of Valeton. My Father,
the Duke of Ravenlock protects all of the
people in these, his lands. He has sent me to
make sure that you understand these things.
There is to be no more raiding. You will seek
his permission before bringing your ships up
this river. You will release all of your slaves
and return them to us.”

“That is ridiculous. Unacceptable.”

“Have it your way. Oh. In exchange, |
offer you and your men their lives, and the
chance to return to your homeland. We shall
not even take you prisoner.”
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“And if we don't accept?”

“The ships will be burnt — with or without
your men aboard. | suppose they will jump
off.”

There was a shout from the railing.
“Vashon. | shall not be burnt. Surrender to
him.”

Derek looked up to see a golden haired boy,
about twelve years old. “Who is that?” he
asked.

“Prince Korro, Son of our Sovereign Lord
Gesserik.” Vashon said, gritting his teeth. |
told him to stay below!” he bellowed. Looking
up at the youngster.

“You brought a noble Lord on a raiding
expedition?”

“My nephew.”

“When | was your slave, you treated me
worse than a dog. It would delight me to roast
all of you. Slaves included. However, my offer
stands. Release the slaves, and you are free to
repair one of your ships and go. The boy stays
here as my hostage. | shall care for him
kindly. He shall be our honoured guest at
Ravenlock.”

“Never!”
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At that point, the boy on the deck began
talking to the Vikings. There was heated
argument. Vashon turned to them, shouting.
Suddenly, several of the Vikings aimed their
crossbows at Vashon. He sputtered with
anger.”

“How dare you! I'll have every man of you
buried alive with a stake through your
miserable hearts.”

“It seems to me that your warriors aren’'t
looking forward to a heroic trip to Valhalla,
Noble Chief.” Derek said, replacing his helmet.
He lowered his crystal visor, and sighed with
relief as it snapped onto his collar. “I'll take
my leave now, and give you until the sun
begins to set to make up your mind. Fires look
better in the dark. They are more
entertaining.”

He grasped his white penanted spear and
turned his back on the fuming chieftain. It
was a planned insult. As he walked away
towards his lines, he took grim satisfaction at
hearing the bitter arguments coming from the
deck of Vashon'’s ship as the chief disputed
angrily with his men.

—-0---
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As the setting sun touched the water, a
group of ragged men, youths and boys
disembarked from the boats, and walked
towards Derek’s camp. Forgold intercepted
them, and directed them to walk towards the
town. Boros did not want any problems with
refugees in the military encampment.

The golden haired boy, Korro, led a second
group - twelve warriors. He held a white cloth
aloft, and waved it as his men moved forward.
Boros met them with a platoon and searched
them for weapons. A couple of daggers were
confiscated, but apart from that, they seemed
unarmed.

“Where's Vashon?” Derek asked.

“He remains on the ships with his loyal
warriors,” Korro said. “Look. Already he has
set the fires.” Derek watched in horror as the
Viking ships went up in flames. “He says he is
not afraid to die. | must watch — as a lesson in
bravery.”

Screams could be heard from the burning
ships. The flames lit up the darkening sky.
When they died down, there was blackness
and silence.

Much later, Boros had the Prince and his
men visit Derek’s command tent. The Vikings
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sat on the floor under the gaze of Derek’s
personal bodyguards.

“You promised to treat me well if | became
your hostage.” The prince said.

“You will come to Ravenlock with us as a
Guest — not as a prisoner. Is there any man
amongst your retinue who can act as your
servant?”

“They are all my servants, Lord Derek.
Every one of them.”

Derek looked over the grim faced men who
sat looking back at him with unblinking eyes.
“You are truly blessed, young prince, to have
such brave men. Would that they were under
my command. You may choose one to be your
servant. The rest are free to go home. Itisa
long journey.”

“I think they all want to stay with me.”

“Choose one, and send the rest home.
They must carry our message to your father.
Itis a long journey. They shall be given food,
two horses, and a cart. There is safety in
numbers. The journey should take them a
week or so0.”

“Is that your final command?”

“Yes. You are my hostage,” Derek said.
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“I choose my uncle, Laszo. The rest of you
must do as Lord Derek says, and go home.”

Without warning of any kind, the Vikings
attacked. One of them threw himself across
the light camp table and grabbed Derek in a
stranglehold. Another lifted a trumpet to his
lips and blew a mighty blast. From outside
the tent, there was screaming, shouting and
mayhem. Derek threw his right hand between
the Viking's strangling hands and turned
swiftly, throwing his leg out. The man
couldn’t stand against the impetus of the Judo
throw, and landed wheezing on his back. The
boy kicked him savagely in the ear, and the
man screamed.

Boros drew a knife across the throat of his
attacker, and Derek hurled himself across the
room to get at the maglev. Another warrior
loomed up in front of him. Derek’s sword
flashed upwards, slicing through muscle and
bone as the super-sharp blade cut his
opposition in half.

He tumbled across the camp bed, swapping
his sword to his left hand and grasping for the
maglev. Feeling it in his hand, he pointed it at
the struggling men and fired. There was a
blast as an explosive shell blew the group
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apart. He had forgotten to reload with pellets.
Fortunately, Boros was grappling with two
angry Vikings to one side of the tent, and was
shaken, but not harmed. Derek grasped his
sword in his left hand and cut through the
tent.

Around him, hand-to-hand combat spread
in the semi-darkness as more Vikings attacked
from all sides. Derek reached for another
magazine from his leg pouch and swapped it
over with a twist of the barrels. He fired a
flare skywards to provide himself with light,
and armed with pellets now, instead of
explosive charges, he moved swiftly from one
group of contestants to another, cutting a
swathe through the attackers.

He saw that many of his soldiers had
perished, but with the magnetic pistol, he was
a self-contained army. He switched to
automatic targeting and let the weapon clean
the darkness of the forest with its sweep. The
sound of a beeper reminded him to reload. He
twisted the barrel and threw it aside, loading
another. A sound behind him made him spin
in the air.

A crossbow was thrust at him. Without
thinking, he slashed upwards with his sword,
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cutting the right cross-arm of the bow from its
barrel. Under tension, the arm of the bow
slashed backwards, and around, polaxing the
unfortunate bowman. The arrow, however,
launched itself forward and slammed sideways
against the boy’s head. He felt very fuzzy, and
slipped into unconsciousness.

—-0---

He woke with a splitting headache. A
woman was sitting on his bed sponging his
head with cool water. Boros was looking down
at him.

“Awake at last. You had us worried.”
“What happened?”

“You saved the camp.” Boros said.
“Vashon and his men didn't set fire to
themselves. Some of them mingled with the
slaves who were released — threatening them
with instant death if they so much as breathed
a word about the Viking warriors in disguise.
Fortunately, we ordered them towards the
town instead of allowing them into the camp.

Once clear of us, they massacred the real
slaves. One or two escaped, but hid in the
forest. Vashon burnt the rest of the slaves on
his ships. In the noise and confusion he led the
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rest of his men to the West and crept up on us
in the dusk. It was well planned.”

“I didn't see it happening. It's entirely my
fault. | trusted his word.”

“Don’t blame yourself. It's war. Clever
plots and clever plans are all part of the art of
war. You have to be prepared to lose
sometimes. The enemy gets lucky.”

“How many men did we lose?”

“Twenty-seven, Sir. A heavy loss. They
lost forty-two. The boy prince is still alive. We
have him.”

“Where is he?”

“Under guard and in heavy irons. He had
a miserable night. Shall we hang him?”

“No. He is only a boy.”

“He is a very dangerous boy, my Lord.
Apparently, it was his plan to attack us. Is he
still your guest?”

“No. Save your sarcasm. He’s our prisoner.
Keep him in irons. Give him but little food and
water. He can walk back to Ravenlock in
shackles. At night, chain him to a stout tree to
sleep standing. They did as much to me when |
was taken, and there was no way | could lay
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plots and plans under those circumstances.
After a day or two, | merely wished to die.”

“You would take all of that out on a boy?”

“As you said, Sir Boros, a very dangerous
boy. Take no risks with him. Keep him weak
and servile.” He leaned back on the soft pillow.
“Oh, my head. Where are we?”

“Ravenford, Sir. The Stag Inn. After the
battle, we returned here — to bury our dead,
re-supply, and to allow the men to let off some
high spirits.”

“How many Viking Warriors are left?”

“That’s hard to say, Sir. We never got an
accurate numbering of their forces.”

“Four boats with thirty men each makes
about a hundred and twenty.” Derek
calculated. “We got fifteen cavalrymen and
twenty-two foot soldiers in the first foray —
that makes thirty-seven with the forty-two
they lost gives sixty-nine. Out of One hundred
and twenty they still have fifty-one warriors —
lost and rag-tag, maybe — for now. We have
twenty-three regular troops. | don't like the
odds. Better recall the men, Sir Boros, and
sober them up.”
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“Beg pardon, Sir, but you're not figuring
the town’s troops. Maybe they’re not as well
trained as us, but their hearts are in it now, as
they've never been before, and they insist we
rest up while they take over.”

“I’'m worrying too much then?”

Boros put a hand on Derek’s shoulder and
gently pushed him back onto the bed. “Rest
yourself, Sir. Forgold’s outside on guard -
strange that, like - he’d never let on, but the
lad’s got a fair regard for you I reckon.”

“Tell him I’'m recovering, and thank him
for his concern.” He closed his eyes against the
glare of the soft morning light and muttered,
“Twenty-three men, out of fifty — that's a
disaster.”

___(*)___
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3.

Korro

“How is your little Viking Prince, this
morning?” Karlon asked across the breakfast
table.

“His feet have healed. He looks none the
worse for wear. Are you going to put him on
trial? The men expect it.”

“Very well. ‘Dishonouring a Flag of Truce’
is that it?”

“It's a capital crime within the code.”
Derek said. “By rights, | should seek the death
penalty. We lost half our men, thanks to that
little bastard.”

“Yes, but it was a very smart plan, and he
pulled it off brilliantly. Tell me, does he spend
his days crying in his cell?”

“No. He just sits there. He’s very brave, |
think.” Derek admitted grudgingly. “He put
himself into our hands in order for his plan to
work. He was crying when we brought him
back, but he was in a lot of pain. The men gave
him a very hard time of it.”
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“You could have stopped that.”

“No | couldn’t. There were very hard
feelings against him, Dad. | wanted to get him
here alive. The men had to have some outlet.
They knew he was being brought here to stand
trial, so they didn't kill him.”

“They roughed him up and you let them.
You should have taken command, Derek,”
Karlon said. He paused, then asked: “Would
you say he’s highly intelligent?”

Derek put his knife down. He looked at his
stepmother, who had remained silent
throughout the conversation. “Is this
conversation going the way | think it is?”

Istell smiled indulgently. “Don’t bring me
into your family fights,” she said.

“Oh, we're not fighting. Just discussing
things,” Karlon said, “Like how we're going to
hold off the boy's father and a whole Viking
army if we execute their little prince for
dishonour. Secondly, if we can convert him
into a hostage, and then a free ally, do I show
him the Tech wing? | can’t afford to throw
away brains, Derek.”

“I thought so. You want to train him as a
scientist.”
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“If he’s got the intelligence for it, yes. From
now on, your duty is to get the boy on side.
You'll have your trial. Talk to him. Explain to
him why he is on trial, and get him to plead
guilty. That will enable me to give him a
reduced custodial sentence.”

“He hates me. He'll never come over to us.
| don’t trust him.”

“Then you've got a lot of work to do,
haven't you?” Karlon said, finishing his meal
and wiping his hands on the napkin. “By your
leave, My Lady.” He said, leaving for his
study.

“Your father’s worried,” Lady Istell said
quietly.

“I know. I've brought the wrath of the
Vikings down on us. Before, we were a thorn
in the side, but now we’'ve become their major
headache, and I've got their Crown Prince in
the dungeon.”

“You can change that.” She said.

“Put him in ‘house arrest’ by giving him
apartments?”

“The tower. It's comfortable. Take those
heavy irons off him. He must be in agony
every time he moves.”
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Derek brightened up considerably. “You
think he’ll accept that? | think his damnable
Viking pride will force him to refuse.”

“Let me talk to him.” She offered. “I'll go to
the dungeons as one taking food and herbal
medicines. He may trust me enough to take
my advice. And don’'t say a dungeon is no place
for a woman, please.”

Derek smiled. “I wouldn’t dream of it,” he
said. “But how are you going to converse with
him?”

“My Norse is as good as yours, Derek,” she
said, breaking into the Viking tongue.

He lifted his eyebrows in surprise and
replied in the same tongue: “Life is full of
surprises. Very well, Mother. | agree to your
plan. Take Denonios as bodyguard. | wouldn’t
like for you to be strangled by the little brat.”

-0

“Geggeg,” Anthony said quietly. Derek
turned his head around to see his young page
armed with a large tray of food. The boy bowed
his head and placed the tray on the garden
table. It was a warm afternoon, and Derek was
enjoying some quiet solitude amongst the
beautiful flowering plants of the rooftop
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garden. He was dressed in jeans, a black belt,
and a hooded blue top of Navy-blue drill
cotton. It was warm, so he wore the hood down
letting it flap back across his shoulders. It was
comfortable, and gave him a break from
medieval wear. He wore his predator PDA on
his left forearm, and was playing a game of
Tetris on it. The hi-tech device looked like a
piece of medieval armor. He stopped the game
and closed the lid.

“Have you eaten, Anthony?” he asked.
Anthony shook his head “Oh.” he said.

“Come and join me. | could do with some
quiet company.”

He sat at the table and tucked in. His page
grinned and joined him. Derek prattled on
about his adventures in Ravenford, knowing
that Anthony provided an uncritical audience.
To the East, a large cumulus cloud was
building, presaging the onset of an afternoon
or evening storm.

Istell and Denonios came into the garden
through a side gate. Between them was the
young Viking prince. His irons had been
removed; he had bathed, and was wearing a
simple jerkin and belt. His feet, still bandaged,
were bare, and he hobbled somewhat
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painfully. He looked worried, but was trying to
hide it.

“Has he eaten?” Derek asked.
“No,” Istell said.

“Anthony, could you go to the kitchens and
get another tray of food, please?” he asked.

The page bowed and took the tray. He
went out through Derek’s apartments that
fronted onto the garden. Derek looked at his
young prisoner.

“Your people kept him as a slave. They
beat him, tormented him, and cut out his
tongue. | believe his hatred of you exceeds
mine. | was Vashon’s slave for three years, so |
know what he went through. | served time in
the mill.”

“Your men pissed on me and covered me
with their waste. | am of royal blood.”

“You are without honour. A man without
honour is less than a rat. You fouled your flag
of truce. That is totally despicable. Without
trust in that flag, the bitterest of enemies
cannot communicate on the fields of war. My
troops could not honour a truce-breaker. You
are the lowest of the low.”

“I did not think. I wanted to save my men.”
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“You and your men were safe — from us.
We did not want bloodshed. All we wanted was
the slaves. You had them killed. Men and
boys, bound in chains, and totally helpless
were burned in your ships, or had their
throats cut on the road to Ravenford.”

“I did not order that.” The boy said, “But it
was my plan to use the truce against you. |
admit it. I did that, knowing it was a dirty
trick and against the practices of war.”

Derek sighed with relief. “You will be tried
before my father, the Duke. The charge is, that
you dishonoured a flag of truce against the
practices of War and the Knights’ Code of
Honour. Plead guilty to that charge, and beg
for mercy. Do that, and I will plead for your
life. You will have to accept imprisonment for
some time. Your kin will be notified of the fact
through the good offices of the Church. Pass
your time quietly here, and you will eventually
be permitted to return to your homeland.

Anthony returned with another tray of
food. He placed it on the table and bowed.

“|] have eaten, but there is wine. Come, let
us all tuck in and enjoy the afternoon in small
chatter. There will be storms later.”
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They sat around the table. Lady Istell
placed her arm around and behind Prince
Korro's neck and squeezed his right shoulder.
The boy looked at her and relaxed. He reached
for some food. Derek sat back with a golden
goblet of wine and sipped at the red liquid
thoughtfully. He eyed his young prisoner
carefully, noticing the affectation of innocence
on the boy’s face, and the effect of his simple
Nordic beauty on Istell and Denonios. Anthony
kicked him slyly under the table and winked.
Derek winked back. The angelic looking child
would not fool either of them.

—-0---

When it suited him, Karlon could put on a
good show. He organized the trial as a
showpiece of his administration. They used
the Great Hall of the castle. The duke sat
enthroned on the central dais. Behind him,
and to the left was an empty throne
symbolising the presence of the sovereign.

In practice, Karlon preferred to keep it
empty. He had let the king know that His
Majesty’s presence in the valley would be felt
as an irritation. The old king, wisely, agreed to
that isolation. Privately, His Majesty had no
desire to do business with dukes that practiced
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sorcery or wizardry, but was assured that in
times of national danger, Karlon would place
the valley’s forces at his majesty’s disposal.

The presence of Viking settlers on the East
coast was disconcerting, but not regarded as a
foreign invasion. Local military engagements
were regarded as squabbles between
neighbouring warlords.

“Prince Korro, of Norlund, come into the
Court!” the herald cried. “Prince Korro of
Norlund, come into the Court! Prince Korro of
Norlund, Come into the Court!”

Korro entered through a side door,
accompanied by Father Clemens in his black
monastic robes, and Daniel of the Rose
(Roser). At a gesture from Derek, a Herald
rose from his seat. There was a fanfare from
the trumpeters, and the herald announced.

“The High Court of His Majesty, The High
King, Dennis The Great, is now in Session. His
Highness, The Duke of Ravenlock, of the
Duchy of Ravenlock, will sit in judgment. All
rise for the Duke.” Everyone stood as Karlon
entered from behind the dais. He sat on the
ducal throne, and waved his hand down. “Be
seated,” the herald said.
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“All who have business before the Court
may now approach and beg for judgment. The
first business is the case of the King versus his
royal highness, Prince Korro of Norlund. This
being the main business of the day, all other
matters will be heard at a later date, or before
other courts. Lord Derek of VValeton will
prosecute for the King. - My Lord ... ”

Derek rose from his seat at the side of the
court. “My Lord, this matter comes from a
recent action of troops guarding the town of
Ravenford on the Raven River. A company of
four Viking craft approached the shore, and
upon landing, commenced hostile action
against myself by the pursuit on horseback
and firing of arrows at my person.

“Being outnumbered, | withdrew to
forestland and the company of my fellow
soldiers, who entered into an affray. The
invaders were vanquished. Subsequently, with
escorting troops, | effected a truce with
Vashon, whom | assumed at that time to be
their leader. I noticed that several men and
boys on the vessels were chained. It being the
practice of Vikings to enslave our people, |
demanded their release. On seeing Prince
Korro, | also demanded that he come with us
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as hostage to ensure the smooth running of
proceedings.

“Vashon refused all demands, and | gave
him time to consider the matter, assuring him
I would order our men to commence action at
Sundown. We then retired to our camp that
was set up on the fringe of the forest and on
the edge of the grassland bordering the river.

“At sundown, Prince Korro approached the
camp under a flag of truce. He brought with
him twelve Viking warriors, who surrendered
their arms to us. At the same time, the party
of slaves left the ships and was directed
towards Ravenford. It appeared that Vashon
had fired his own vessels, and | was told that
he had decided that, rather than surrender to
us, he was taking his own life in an act of self—
immolation.

During discussions with the prince, |
advised him that he would be treated as an
honoured guest in our custody, while we
negotiated with his father for a treaty. The
aim of this treaty was to overcome the
constant warring that we must endure at the
hands of the Vikings, the raiding of our towns,
and the enslavement of our villagers.
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“I was not willing to allow a dozen Viking
warriors permission to attend the Prince, and
insisted that he choose only one as his servant.
At that point, the warriors attacked us. One
sounded his horn, and the camp was attacked
from all sides. We estimate that a hundred
warriors created a surprise attack on our force
of fifty men.

“My charge is, that Prince Korro planned
this surprise attack, and his forces attacked us
while a truce was in progress. In times of war,
a truce is a sacred trust on both sides to be at
peace while matters are negotiated. The
breach of this truce - using the truce as part
of an attack plan, is a despicable act.”

Karlon interjected. “You don’t need to
make a speech, Lord Derek. The charge as you
propose is that Prince Korro broke a truce by
attacking your forces while a flag of truce was
in effect. Prince Korro, breach of this rule of
war is a grave act against your honour and the
honour of your House. The penalty for such an
act is Death by burning at the stake. Do you
wish to answer this charge, or shall you admit
to it and throw yourself on the mercy of the
court.”
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“I choose to answer the charge, my lord. |
am not guilty of dishonour. Rather, it is Duke
Derek who should be on trial here. I am
represented by Father Clemens, and by Daniel
Roser. | beg that they be permitted to defend
this charge on my behalf, and that no action
will be taken against them now, or at any
future time, for representing me. Sir, may |
have your word on this?”

There was a drawn out silence at this turn
of events. Korro was supposed to plead guilty,
and, after a lot of discussion, be sentenced to
imprisonment — house arrest in the castle.

“Councilors will approach the throne that
we can confer privilly,” Karlon said.

Karlon was furious. Things were not going
his way at all. “I thought we had this case
wrapped up,” he said. “The boy pleads guilty
and gets a light sentence.”

“My lord,” Daniel Roser said. “If you are to
command respect in this vale, your
proceedings must be fair. You can do as you
wish, of course, but people will mutter, unrest
will surge under the surface, and the people
will fear you. It may well be your undoing.”
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“Yes, I know all that. Derek, did
everything take place as you said? Are you
fudging anything?”

“No, father.”

“On what basis do you raise your defence,
Father Clemens?”

“On the basis that Prince Korro was under
a flag of truce, yet Derek was clearly in the
process of taking him prisoner. At the point
where he declared Prince Korro was a hostage,
and ordered the prince to choose but one of his
followers as retainer, the truce ended.

Lord Derek should have given him the
opportunity to withdraw.”

Karlon put his head onto his hand and
closed his eyes. He sighed. “Of course. Derek,
did you give him the opportunity to
withdraw?”

“He chose one of his men to act as his
servant,” Derek said.

“He surrendered,” Clement said. “You
forced him to surrender himself to you during
a truce. His bodyguard acted to defend their
prince.”

“But the attack from outside,” Derek said.
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“In support of the prince - who was in
peril.” Daniel said. There is no evidence that
his men would not have withdrawn had you
let him retire,” Daniel replied. “We shall never
know, because events overtook the situation.”

“My Lord, may | suggest we abandon this
trial,” Clemens suggested. Continuance with it
may place your own son in danger of being
tried as a truce breaker.”

“You see, Derek,” Karlon said, “While |
believe you, I cannot support you. I'm sure he
planned the attack — as he said. The law isn’t
always about facts. Often, it's about
perceptions. If the public suspects that it was
you who broke the truce, our valley could
become divided on the issue. Return to your
places.”

The men did as they were bid.

Karlon turned to the Herald. “All stand. |
will make summary judgment.”

“All stand for His Lordship, the Duke of
Ravenlock as he makes judgment!”

Derek and the other councilors had
returned to their places. Karlon stood up with
his scepter. He banged it on the floor.
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“The charges against Prince Korro have
been withdrawn - upon arguments at law. It
is my judgment that he shall remain in our
custody as Hostage, pending negotiations with
his father and the Viking Lords as to the
boundaries of our realms and the need for
peaceful intercourse between our peoples.”

Korro turned towards Derek and spoke
quietly, but bitterly, “Not guilty, but not free
either. My father will never sign a treaty with
you.”

“Then you'll be here for a long time, my
little prince,” Derek said.

“That is my Judgment!” Karlon said.

“Hear ye, Hear ye, this matter is
concluded. The court will now conclude until a
future time this afternoon, when further
matters will be heard.” The herald shouted.

Derek looked up. His father had left the
dais, and the crowd was breaking up. “Some
show trial. It lasted but half of the hour,”
Daniel said.

“I should have made you prosecutor,”
Derek said.

“And I'd have advised you not to
prosecute,” Daniel said. “You once had mercy
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on a little thief. Are you so partisan that your
mercy cannot extend to a little prince?”

“He’s arrogant, and evil.”

“So are all Vikings,” Clemens said. “As we
of the church know full well. | have a request
of you.”

“Ask,” Derek said.

“Allow me to tutor the boy. It shall give me
the chance to teach him better ways. He might
even accept our Lord.”

Derek smiled. “I wonder who will win —
Christ, or the Devil,” he said. Seeing Father
Clemens face, he moderated the comment. In
matters of religion, the priest had no sense of
humour, “Of course, the Lord shall prevail,
Father. You have my permission to tutor the
boy. I shall confirm that with the duke, of
course.”

“Of course,” Clemens replied.
--0---

Korro did not take his imprisonment
quietly. He tried to escape frequently, went on
a hunger strike, threatened to throw himself
out of the tower window, and managed to
attack one of the guards with a kitchen knife.
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Finally, Karlon had the boy heavily ironed and
confined in the dungeon.

“Why is he acting like this?” he demanded
of Derek. He could be an honoured guest in
this house, but he forces us to treat him like a
dangerous prisoner.”

“l have no idea, Dad,” Derek admitted,
“But | believe he is afraid of us for some
reason.”

Anthony, who had been listening in, began
trying to talk. “Fai Gaga. Gaga K!” her said,
pantomiming a sword stroke to his own breast.

“You'll have to teach your page how to read
and write,” Karlon said.

“He says that Korro is afraid of the
Vikings,” Derek translated. “His people will
kill him if he goes along with us in any way.
He has to act like a real little shit or they'll
think he’s caved in to us.”

“He didn’t say all that,” Karlon said.

“Well, no — but that’s the gist of it. He may
be right, Dad. They're a hard people.”

“I do feel sorry for the boy,” Istell said. “He
is so young — so vulnerable.”
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“That's what he wants you to think,
Mother Istell.” Derek said. “Sympathy from
you may be his only weapon. That hasn't
worked. I'll have a word with him. | do speak
their language. First though, | think he'd
better spend a week getting to know the
dungeons better.”

A few days later, with the gaoler carrying
a bright torch, Derek visited the dungeons.
The descending passageway was cut deep into
the rock of the mountain, for the chambers
had been hewn from solid rock. As the heavy
door was opened, a terrible stench of human
waste assailed the boys’ nostrils. Korro stood
naked, chained to the wall. His chained hands
were above his head, and his feet manacled
through a ring in the lower wall. . Food
plastered his lower face, and he had been
forced to relieve himself where he stood.

“This is terrible,” Derek said, turning on
the gaoler. “Why is he kept in this condition?”

“Beg pardon, milord, but he goes for
anyone trying to feed him. Least this way, he
can’t scratch, bite, nor kick. Besides, after
what he did to Aldrick, none of the men care
much what happens to him.”
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The boy leaned back against the wall,
closing his eyes against the light. Derek knew
that in the total darkness, the boy’s eyes might
not have seen anything for weeks. Even so, as
Derek got close, the boy hawked spittle to the
back of his mouth and let fly.

It ran down Derek’s tunic, and he wiped it
off with his hand.

“Still fighting, your highness?” Derek said.
“It must be very lonely down here in the
darkness.”

The boy looked at him, pouting.

“The battle is over, Prince Korro. You have
lost. | will write to your father and tell him
how well you fought — how, even in defeat, you
fought on, refusing to be a quiet prisoner, but
gave us all a merry time.

Will you agree to return to us and behave
yourself?”

Korro mumbled an obscene oath, but
seemed to collapse onto his chains, hanging
limply, so that the iron manacles dug painfully
into the boy’s wrists.

“No? Very well, you give me no choice.
Gaoler, when we leave, close the door on him
and seal it shut. Let him die in here, alone,
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and in the dark. It will only take a week, not
much more. Ignore his screams as he goes
insane from hunger, thirst, and pain. The
Gods will not have a raving little lunatic in
Valhalla. His spirit will be condemned to
remain locked in here for all eternity,
screaming in the dark.”

He left the cell with the gaoler, who locked
the door. They walked up the passage. “Let us
wait a while,” Derek said.

A muffled scream came from the cell. “No!
Let me out of here! Lord Derek, come back!
Don’t leave me here! Help! Father!”

“Almost too easy,” Derek said. “Give him
an hour, then have the guards unchain him
and clean him up. Get him to agree to behave,
then bring him before the duke.”

“I think you've broken his spirit, my Lord,
the gaoler said.

“Yes. It had to be done,” Derek said
grimly, ascending towards the lightness of the
castle world above.

—-0---

Korro returned to the tower under new
restrictions. Karlon insisted that he wear light
manacles, attached to a thick leather belt

86



RAVENLOCK

around his waist. Two guards were on duty,
with him in the tower at all times. When he
was permitted to leave the tower, a further
two guards accompanied him. He walked with
his head down, looking at the ground. During
his lessons with Father Clemens, he sat
passively, listening. Sometimes, if pushed, he
answered questions.

“In the language of the Holy Church, we
learn how to decline the verb, thus: Amo,
amus ...” Clemens said.

“Does Lord Derek know this language?”
Korro asked quietly.

“No. For some reason, they do not know it.
It is the language of the church.”

“If we talk in this — Latin — they will not
understand us?”

“I believe that is so,” Clemens agreed.

“Very well, 1 will learn it,” Korro
announced, settling to the task with sudden
vigor.

It was the break that Clemens had been
waiting for. It is impossible to learn a
language out of context. The Viking prince
soon found that, if he were to succeed, he
would have to learn not only Latin, but also

87



RAVENLOCK

the Latin alphabet and read Christian texts.
Clemens began to bring parchments and books
to the castle. One day, without thinking too
much about it, the priest borrowed a book from
Karlon’s library. The prince relaxed on a couch
and read it from cover to cover. It was a
translation from Greek to Latin — specifically,
a book on geometry by Euclid.

“Can you understand it?” Clemens asked.

“Some of it,” Korro said. “Most of it, in fact.
It is very logical. Fact follows upon fact. | don't
know what use it could be, but I find it -
interesting. He stood up and placed the book
carefully on the table. “My hands hurt. These
manacles are becoming too tight.

Clemens examined the boy’s wrists.
“You're growing,” he said. “I shall inform his
Lordship. You will need larger ones.”

“I'd rather not have them on at all,” Korro
said. “They torment me — day and night. | can
hardly sleep. | cannot even dress or toilet on
my own.”

“They do not trust you, Highness.
Nevertheless, | shall do what I can to get the
bonds removed. It would help your cause if you
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“Changed my attitudes?” Korro asked.
“You may remind them that | submitted
myself to their authority when | was released
from the dungeon.” He sobbed bitterly. “The
guards chained me naked to the wall, and let
me rot in my own filth. The loneliness and the
darkness of that place terrified me, Father. |
have no wish to be returned to it.”

The priest placed his hand gently on the
boy’s shoulder. “Our Lord taught forgiveness,
Prince. You have learned much, since those
dark days.”

-0

Father Clemens returned the geometry
text to Karlon when he visited him in his office
later that day. Karlon was surprised that
Korro had read it.

“Do you mean to tell me that the prince
has read this? It's in Latin.”

“Not only has he read it, Lord Karlon, but
he understands much of it — which is more
than | do.” He sat down, without asking for
permission. Karlon ignored it, because he
enjoyed the cleric’'s easy company. It was like
having someone to talk to back home.
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“The boy is growing. You must have his
manacles removed to relieve the pressure on
his wrists. His arms are thin from lack of use.
He can handle a pen, or a book, but | fear that
even these functions will cease if the bonds are
not removed.”

“I am conscious of what you say, Father,
but | have to consider the safety of everyone in
the castle. He nearly killed Aldrick.”

“That was ages ago. He has learned much
since then. He controls his anger and has
become a willing learner.” He leaned forward
in his chair, hands clasped earnestly, as if
pleading with the duke. “For years, the
Church has tried to minister to these Vikings.
Most of our missionaries are enslaved or killed
before they have a chance to teach anything.
Prince Korro may be the key to unlock their
hearts.”

“Has he become a Christian?”
“NO-H

“If Lord Derek was here, I'd ask him to
make the decision. Prince Korro is his
prisoner. Derek is at the Fort Marchland,
strengthening it against a Viking attack that
we expect in the spring. So I'll choose another
to decide. Aldrick.”
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“Prince Korro tried to kill him. He'll never
agree,” the cleric muttered.

Aldrick was sent for, and arrived at the
Prince’s suite a few moments before the guard
arrived, escorting prince Korro. The soldier
bowed deeply before Karlon, and stood waiting
as the Prince was brought into the room. The
boy also bowed to Karlon, and stood silently,
waiting.”

“Why did you bow to me, Prince Korro?
You outrank me.”

“I am your prisoner, Sire. In practice, that
means you outrank me.” Korro replied.

“Do you know this man?”

“Yes, Sire. His name is Aldrick. I tried to
kill him, once.” Korro answered softly. It was
almost a whisper. “For which action, I am
most sorry. Are you well, Sergeant Aldrick?”

“I survived,” Aldrick said, “And am now
recovered.” He looked speculatively at Karlon.
“I wonder why you bring us together, your
Lordship. In front of yourself and the good
Father.”

“The good father wants us to remove the
boy’s chains, Aldrick. | decided that you should
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make the decision — after all, it was the boy
who wounded you. If you decide the irons
should remain, then they will. However, if you
decide they can be struck off, the boy will be
freed of them.”

Aldrick put his hand under the boy’s chin
and lifted it up so that he could stare into his
eyes. The prince met his gaze for a moment,
then looked down and away. Then he returned
his gaze to the soldier.

“He was foolish, but | believe he is truly
sorry for what he did. I forgive him, my Lord.
He reminds me of my son Arco, who does
foolish things at times. Strike his irons, my
Lord, for he has suffered enough.”

“You have given him a great gift,” Clemens
said.

“Indeed, Father, he has given me a greater
gift — the chance to forgive someone who
nearly took my life.”

Korro turned his head, ashamed of the
tears in his eyes. He bit his lips and sniffed.
Karlon took a tool from his pocket and came
around to the front of the desk. He touched it
to the rivets on the manacles, and they slid
from the locks, releasing the boy. The duke
handed the irons to one of the guards. “Return
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these to the armory when it is convenient,” he
said.

The guard saluted, thumping his right fist
to his breast. “Sire.”

“Do you know what parole is?” Karlon
asked Korro.

“Yes. You want my parole?”

“It would save us a lot of trouble. Bide
quietly in the quarters we have provided for
you. Go only where you are permitted. Attack
no one. Follow any directions you are given,
and attend the good Father Clemens for
instruction.” Karlon put his hands on the
Prince’s shoulders. “Look at me, boy. We mean
you no harm. In fact, your presence here will
be useful to us in dealing with your kin. We
want peace with them — not war. Do not think
of yourself as a stranger among enemies, but
rather as — an ambassador.”

“I understand ‘Parole’, Lord Karlon. | give
you my parole, freely, and without conditions.
And | too, forgive you.”

“Forgive me?”

“For what you have done to me,” the boy
said, looking up at him.
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“We felt that it was necessary — at the
time,” Karlon said. “There is something you
must understand, Prince. | will do what I
must — if I must. We do not seek peace with
your kinsmen because we fear them. We seek
peace with them because we can destroy them
utterly, and I would rather not do so. You
behaved badly and you were punished severely
for that. Do not behave badly again. We are
not sorry that you were hurt. What we did to
you before can be done again. Remember
that.”

Korro hung his head in fear. “Yes, Lord,”
he said quietly. After Korro had returned to
his tower apartment with a reduced guard,
Clemens looked enquiringly at Karlon. “He
tried to make you feel guilty about your harsh
treatment of him,” he said with a knowing
smile.

“So he did,” Karlon replied. “And he
succeeded very well. Poor boy. I just hope he
keeps his promise to me.”

“You'd put him back in the dungeon?”
Clemens asked.

“No, Father. If he causes me more trouble,
I'll have no choice but to execute him.” Karlon
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said. “That would make me feel very guilty
indeed.

___(*)___
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4.

A Remote Posting

Derek wrapped himself firmly against the
freezing Northerly wind that blustered across
the battlements of the small fortress,
Marchland - a hard two days ride South of
Ostburg. It was a remote outpost. All of the
supplies that they needed had to be carted
over rough tracks. Like so many of
Ravenvale’s outlying defenses, it was
undermanned, undersupplied, and the least
popular posting in the Duke’s domain.

“What have you seen, Sergeant,” he asked
Forgold.

“Smoke, Sir. Look over there to the East of
those distant peaks. It’s too cold for forest
fires, and too damp.”

Derek brought his binoculars up to his face
and adjusted the lenses slightly. By Switching
to Infrared, he was able to determine the
shimmering columns of red smoke rising above
the blue coldness of the hills. He handed them
back to Forgold to see for himself. “Take a
look. The red is hot, the blue cold.”
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Forgold gazed keenly at the scene. “There
are tiny red dots along the roadway also, Sir,”
he said, handing them back. “They are
moving.”

Derek looked keenly. “I should try to get
you a pair of these. You can see better than |
can. It's a forward patrol, trying to sneak up
on us.”

“Tomorrow, they'll be close enough to
observe.”

“I’'m not so worried about the observers.
What does worry me is that military
encampment behind the mountains. A winter
attack is almost unheard of.” He bit his lip
thinking hard. “Very clever. They've had nine
months to get ready. Vikings aren't afraid to
fight in the snow. We should have known.
Damn. | don’t think we could possibly be ready
in time.”

He stepped down from the parapet. “I've
got to warn Dad. I'll use the box.”

“We unpacked the transmitter yesterday,”
Forgold said. “It has been set up correctly. We
ran a vertical antenna up the wooden
observation tower.”
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“Thank you. We'll need re-enforcements. |
only hope we can come up with something to
hold that army off. I don’t think we can do it
with twenty men.”

“We can capture that observation patrol
with twenty men, Sir. If | sent seven men out
to observe something, and they didn’t return, |
might worry about it. I might send out another
patrol. If that didn’t return ...”

“Hmm.” Derek thought for a moment. “We
saw about seven men, right? All we have to
know is where to set a decent trap. They won't
approach us head on. They’'ll deviate to the
South — perhaps — no, I'm sure. South - they’'ll
try to observe us from Mt. Druid. It overlooks
this fort, and we seldom climb it. To get there,
they must travel through the Pass of the
Golden Eagles.”

Forgold smiled. “I think we've got them,
Sir.”

w0

They waited on both sides of the pass.
Their trained horses lay motionless behind the
ridge. Only one rider waited in plain view as
the observation patrol moved forward. He
stood his ground as they approached, bows
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ready, or swords drawn. Derek held up his
right hand, gesturing them to stop. He
recognized the leader — an older man.

“Greetings, Laszo. It has been a long time
since we met.” Derek said. “Keep your men
behind you, Viking. If they move forward, they
will die.”

“The Devil's Child.” Laszo swore. He shook
his fist at Derek. “You killed my nephew.”

“Korro is alive and well, Laszo.” Derek
answered in the Viking tongue. “My last
communication from my father is, that he now
sits at our table.”

“He would never join with you.”

“True. We had to persuade him not to be a
wild child. He was a credit to your barbarous
customs, but he is young, so don’t be too hard
on him that we tamed his wild ways.” Derek
said, looking at the six riders who
accompanied Laszo. “Your patrol seems to be
very young, also. Laszo. You still use children
as warriors?”

Laszo turned to the youngsters who
accompanied him. “Put up your swords and
bows. We are outnumbered. You set your trap
well, Devil Child.”
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Derek’s men revealed themselves at the
top of the ridges on each side of the pass. They
rode down slowly and surrounded the patrol.

“I mean you no harm, Lord Laszo.” Derek
said. “We must, however, ask you all to disarm
and submit to a search for concealed weapons.
You may all dismount and leave your arms in
a pile. Make sure that all weapons are
surrendered. | can detect any concealed knives
— such as the one you wear strapped under the
leggings of your right ankle.”

Laszo was not happy about being taken
prisoner, but there was little he could do about
it. Derek had their hands bound behind their
backs, and linked them neck-to-neck, one after
the other, with a long rope. At the fort, they
were kept in a wooden hut that was stripped
of all furnishings. One at a time, they were
called outside and fitted with iron manacles
and fetters. Derek wasn't taking any chances
with them.

“Why would they send boys?” he wondered
aloud.

“Dispensable, Sir?” Forgold suggested.

“Get to the post, quick. I want to survey
the approaches.” He said, sweeping his
binoculars from the table and pounding
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towards the tower. “This is a sideshow. The
real attack is on Fort Osburg, with a Naval
attack through Seaguard. We'll be irrelevant,
cut off from any action.”

From the surrounding tower, he was able
to see the smoke from the campfires rising as
red heat columns in the darkness of the night.
Why hadn’t they broken camp and marched
towards them? Perhaps they had — leaving
fires to be stoked and send up a smoke column
to confuse them. He saw a large troop column
moving towards them from the North.

“Relief troops from Osburg. They've sent a
strong detachment, so their fort is virtually
unmanned.”

“If the fort is overwhelmed, that could be a
sad blessing.” Forgold noted. “It means lower
casualties, and we’ve got more men here.”

“Why have any casualties? I'll order the
Osburg troops to withdraw to Ravenlock and
assist in the siege of the castle. Prepare the
fires for semaphore.

Messages could be sent at night from
message tower to tower. It was a slow, but
efficient way of communicating. Derek
contacted Ravenlock using the transmitter.
They only had one field unit that was
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serviceable. It was heavy, because it used
valves that had been hand made in the science
laboratories.

“Dad, I think we’re in trouble. The Vikings
are attacking in winter. We've taken seven
prisoners sent to observe us — an old man and
six boys. Forgold thinks they’re a decoy, sent
to keep us busy. We've been taken in, I'm
afraid. | ordered re-enforcements from Osburg.
That leaves the fort very low on defence.
Over.”

“Why would they attack Osburg and not
you? Over.” Karlon asked.

“If Osburg falls, the way to Ravenlock is
wide open — especially if they mount a
coordinated attack through Seaguard. Over.”

“I'll look after the Ravenlock end. Evacuate
Fort Osburg. Tell all of the men to pack and
retreat in good order to Ravenlock — forced
march tonight. Burn the Fort. Over.”

Derek sent the evacuation orders by fire
semaphore. His last order was to the men in
the signal towers. They were to destroy their
towers, and report, either to Fort Marchland,
or Ravenlock, whichever was closer.

—-0---

102



RAVENLOCK

It was a long night and a busy one as
Derek had the men pack for a forced retreat
overland to Ravenlock. The forty
reinforcements from Fort Osburg were told to
eat, and then sleep and rest their horses.
When they heard what was happening, they
fell in with Derek’s tactics. He planned to
move West to meet up with the hidden road
that led to the Templon, then North to the
Hampton and on to Fort Osburg Road,
crossing the upper reaches of the Raven River.
Then they would march to Hampton village so
that their troops would outflank the rapidly
advancing Viking army. He hoped to be back
at Ravenlock within three days. Although
small, an army of seventy or so men was a
reasonable force to be reckoned with, and he
surmised that they would be more useful
defending Ravenlock.

“What do we do with the prisoners?”
Forgold asked.

“I shall let them choose. They can stay
here while the fort burns down around them,
or accompany us to Ravenlock. Tell them that
any one of them who attempts to delay us will
be dragged behind the horses. If they want to
be martyrs, their death will be most painful.”
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Laszo could understand Derek’s reasoning.
He knew that the Devil Child had no love for
Vikings, young or old. He also had no doubt
that the young Lord would do exactly as he
said he would. “I have ordered them to do as
they are told. They will cause you no trouble,”
he said.

Derek had their fetters struck from their
ankles, so they could travel mounted, but
remanacled them with their hands behind
their backs. Thus mounted, and tied to the
horses, they could offer little in the way of
resistance. They left the fort at first light,
moving as a tight, efficient cavalry unit.

—-0---

A week later, Karlon handed Derek one of
the long rifles that he had manufactured in
the science wing. Derek admired the rifling
and the trigger mechanism. “So where did you
get the explosives?” he asked.

“There’s plenty of carbon and sulfur,”
Denonios said. “The main problem was niter.
Fortunately we can evaporate Urine for that.
There’s enough sun, even in winter.”

“Flintlocks with powder, flint and shot —
not bad for the eighth century, Dad. | thought
we shouldn’t corrupt history if that could be
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avoided. According to theory, any corruption
will build a divergent time-line.”

“So I'm corrupting history, but only
slightly. What would you have me do? We
have to get home, Derek.”

“Assuming that it’s still on the divergent
Time Line, is ‘home’ worth it? We live like
kings here. The air is fresh — unpolluted,
clean. Don’'t get me wrong, I'd love to get
home, but it could take a hundred years to re-
build the Proton Batteries and hyperspace
distortion unit, not to mention re-
programming the computers.”

“Derek, don't lose faith with me now,
please. I need you, more than ever.” Karlon
said, embracing his son tightly and whispering
in his ear. “I must get back to your Mother,
and so must you.”

Derek whispered back, “Dad, she isn't
worrying about us. She doesn'’t exist yet. We
can return within seconds of our departure —
you know that.”

“Of course | do.” Karlon pushed himself
gently away from the embrace. “What say we
deal with one thing at a time. We need to start
training the men in musketry, and | do believe
that you're the one to do it.”
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“We could do with another maglev,” Derek
said.

“As a matter of fact, I've got a version
ready for production,” his father said, smiling.

—-0---

From where he sat at the tower window,
Prince Korro had an excellent view of the siege
preparations being made in the valley below.
Lord Laszo had given his parole in return for
being able to serve the prince. His six young
soldiers had been made comfortable in the
castle dungeons. Karlon had inspected them.

“How old are these boys?” he asked Laszo.

“Petron, the smallest boy, is ten summers,
Raki and Harka are thirteen. Gorg is fourteen.
Lanka and Fedrik are eighteen.”

“Hardly an invasion force. They don't look
the soldier type.”

“We served our purpose well,” Laszo said.
“Marchland overlooked our invasion route. We
had to keep the observers busy. Make them
focus on their Southern aspect. Your
commander excelled himself. By capturing us
in force, he let our army slip past his Northern
flank.” He smiled at Karlon. “Will you execute
him?”
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“No. He managed to warn us in time, and
evacuated two forts without losing a man. If
he had spotted your army moving North, there
wasn't much he could have done about it. His
forces were too small to intercept you. As it
turned out, every soldier at Fort Osburg
escaped to fight again.”

“Soldiers are expected to die, Lord Karlon.”

“You Vikings hold life very cheaply. We do
not. That is one difference between us. Prince
Korro understands, so all is not lost. Perhaps
we will be able to convince you that the way of
peace is superior to that of war. | want peace
between us so that we can trade - to the profit
of both sides.”

“You have nothing that we want.”

Karlon looked at the boys on the other side
of the metal grille. They stood in line, alert,
unsmiling, patiently waiting for events to
develop.

“Don’t be too sure. Petron Raki Harka and
Gorg are too young to be in a dungeon. I'm
asking you to parole them so they can live in
the tower with Prince Korro.”

“Impossible. The Prince is far above their
station.”
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“So you're not all equals?”

“Of course we are. But Korro will not
permit slave spawn to share his quarters.
What a preposterous idea.”

“Slaves. | thought they were little Viking
Warriors.”

Laszo sighed as if the explanation was
tiring. “They are the sons of slaves. Free, but
lower in caste. Do not get me wrong, Lord
Karlon. These lads are brave and proud. They
are loyal ...”

"l get the picture,” Karlon said.
Nevertheless, you will take these boys into
your care in the tower. Have them as servants,
if you wish, but take them. | don’'t want
children in the dungeon.”

“You kept Prince Korro in the dungeon for
months. He was kept alone in the dark,
chained to the wall. That was how you broke
his will. He was only a child.”

“Prince Korro nearly killed one of my
guards. The man was lucky to live. I'll not
bandy words with you, Laszo. Talk to your
boys. Get their word on Parole. Prepare to
have them in the Prince’s Tower.”
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When Karlon left, he wasn't sure that he
had won the exchange. It would be so easy to
leave the boys in the dungeon, but he felt
guilty about his treatment of Prince Korro,
and didn’t want to repeat that mistake.

—-0---

From the battlements, high on the castle’s
Battle Tower, Karlon looked over the invading
army as it began to fan out over the valley
floor. The villages of Hampton and Hillview
were in flames. He hoped the villagers had
escaped. A long line of refugees wound their
way from Valeton to the West. They would
seek shelter in Dogley. With winter coming on,
he knew they were in for a hard time of it. He
turned his field glasses back to the invading
troops.

“Can you see any sign of their officers yet?”
he asked Derek, who was looking through a
large refracting telescope.

"No luck yet, Dad." Derek said. He
carefully swept the field again, looking closely
at all of the units. “Hang on. I've got a group
that is not Viking. Asian faces, flattish noses,
curved swords. Looks nasty.”

Karlon examined the foreign troops.
“Mercenaries — Easterners. They may be
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Mongolians. Is Vashon two meters high, thick
yellow hair?”

“Dad. That's a Viking stereotype. A lot of
them are like that. Let me look — the red
tent?”

“Yes”

“It's him all right. Looks relaxed. Who's he
talking to, | wonder.” He turned to his father
with a grin. “We should get Prince Korro to
point some of them out to us. Don't let on to
him why we want to know.”

Prince Korro arrived eventually, and was
amazed to find Karlon, Derek and Anthony at
lunch on the roof of the Battle Tower.

“Come and join us. We've been looking at
the siege preparations.” Karlon said lightly.

“Busy, busy, busy, like little ants,” Derek
added. Already we've identified the Ballistae.
Some miners have been investigating the foot
of the mountain to see if they can undermine
the walls, and the gate has been busy repelling
uninvited intruders. Some goose? — It tastes
really excellent when cold.”

Korro sat at the table and joined in the
meal. The fact that the castle was under siege
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did not really bother him. “I must say you are
all taking this very lightly.”

“It's a minor inconvenience, to be sure,”
Karlon said. “We expect them all to pack up
and leave tomorrow. The castle has been built
on top of a rocky buttress with cliffs five
hundred feet high. There is only one approach
— the road to the gate. Soon, they’ll find it’s too
hard and give up.”

“You're right,” Korro said. “The goose is
nice when cold. Do you know much about
sieges?”

“Not a lot,” Derek admitted. “I've read
about them in books.”

“They can go on for years.” Korro said. “I
know the castle is well supplied. It even has
wells that go deep into the mountain. No
matter. Eventually, you will run out of food,
and the miners will dig into the mountain to
breach your water supply. Rotten horses will
be lobbed over the walls to spread sickness.
Even if you do last two years, the whole valley
will be a Viking province by then.”

Derek stood up and wandered over to the
telescope. “Vashon and the others must be
having lunch as well,” he said. “They're sitting
at a table under the shade of those trees.”
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Korro stood and walked over to the
telescope. “What is that?” he asked.

“It's a telescope. It lets us see what is
happening a long way away.” Derek said. “It
relies on the geometry of these two lenses. You
do know geometry?”

“Not this far,” Korro admitted, looking
down at the headquarters tent. “They're
discussing tactics. Vashon, Meandara, and my
Father.”

“Not much of a gathering for such an
undertaking,” Derek said scornfully. “And
who's Meandara? I've never heard of him.”

“A Greek, | think. There's a lot of
mercenaries. This war must have cost ... well,
I don’'t know, but heaps of treasure.”

“All to get you back?” Karlon asked. “Your
father must think you're important.”

Derek said, “What if we let you go home.
You could walk into his tent tonight, and tell
him the rescue is over. Then they could pack
up and go.”

“You are being amusing, Derek,” Korro
said. “Sadly, they will not go home now. After
all this trouble, the soldiers will expect a share
of your treasure and the loot from the valley.
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There’ll be the slaves, your food stores, and
your weapons. Everyone wants to make a
profit from this war. That's why they came.
Besides, they don't want me. I'm your tame
hostage, remember. There is no place for a
coward in that camp.”

Derek turned around and confronted
Korro. “Never say that again.”

“What?”

“That you are a coward. You are the
bravest boy | have ever met. If we were on the
same side, | would want you standing with me
in battle. You are as brave as Sergeant
Forgold, my deputy.”

Korro walked back to the table and sat
down. He looked at Karlon and Anthony.

“It is true, Prince Korro.” Karlon said.
“Nobody doubts your valour. Some day, you
will be a very wise ruler of your people. They
will respect you.”

Suddenly, there was the sound of a large
rock striking the cliff face. Forgold came onto
the roof.

“They have commenced with the Ballistae,
Lord Karlon,” he said.
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“Ranging shots. They can't reach this
height,” Karlon said. “To do that, they’'d have
to come within a thousand feet of the base of
the hill. Well within bowshot. I expect they’ll
try some exploratory mountain climbing
tonight. We must discourage that.”

“I've ordered bowmen to the cliff tops
tonight, Sir,” Forgold said. “Sir Borros would
like to foray out tonight and try their
defences.”

“Not permitted, Forgold. The men must
fend off any attack tonight, but must remain
in and around the castle. | don't expect the
siege to start in earnest until tomorrow night.
Their commanders will meet tomorrow and
plan their tactics. We shall do the same. For
your safety, Prince Korro, you and your
countrymen must remain in the tower for the
duration of this business. | don’t want any of
you getting hurt.”

“It will eliminate any sudden desires any
of you may have to assist your countrymen,”
Derek underlined. “Even though you have
given us your parole under solemn oath. Also,
should one of our soldiers become hurt or even
die, reprisals might be taken out against you.
Vigilant though we are, such incidents could
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occur suddenly before we could intervene. This
action is no reflection on your honour.”

“So we shall be imprisoned in the tower
until the action is over?”

“Yes,” Karlon said. “Would you like some of
this wine? It is not too strong.”

“Why, thank you,” Korro said, unruffled by
the conversation. “Some of that boar would be
nice, if you could serve me, young Anthony.”
Anthony cut two generous slices with
crackling and spiced stuffing. He passed them
over. “You see, Lord Karlon, even Anthony
accepts me now. Do you still hate me,
Anthony?”

Anthony shook his head. “No, Hoho,” he
said.

“No, Korro. See, My Lord, even your page
and | understand each other.” The prince said.
“Angles and Vikings could become friends.” He
cut the sweet meat into bite-sized chunks with
his dagger and chewed them one by one from
the point.

—-0---

It had been a wild and noisy night. As they
anticipated, numerous attempts were made to
scale the protecting cliff faces, or climb the
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steep Eastern slope through the trees. With
the infrared sights, and the quiet, but deadly
maglev, Derek picked off the dangerous
climbers. They fell mortally wounded for no
apparent reason. Their climbing companions
began to lose heart, and when the Sun rose,
the approaches to the Mountain were clear of
intruders. The fighting had not been one-way,
however, and many of their soldiers were dead
or injured. Denonios was kept busy cleaning
and sewing arrow wounds.

On the roof of the battle tower, Derek
prepared the Maglev with its long-range
sniper barrel. Karlon busied himself around
the only cannon that they had, a three-inch
field gun. It had taken months to make, first
there were difficulties in casting it, and then
machining and polishing the barrel had taken
months more than weeks. It had never been
fired. There were twenty kilos of gunpowder,
and forty explosive shells available for its
ammunition.

A line of Ballistae could be seen, each with
its own crew and a cartload of rocks. As
anticipated, they had been brought up within
bowshot range, but were protected by screens
of hide. The hides looked like porcupines, so
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many arrows projected from them, but they
did shield the men operating the artillery.

“All ready to go, but awaiting orders,”
Karlon noted. “Have the leaders assembled
yet?”

“Yes. The officers are gathering to receive
their orders. All senior officers are present,”
Derek said.

The maglev was shielded, and mounted on
a steel tripod. A cable ran across the flat roof
to where Derek sat at his console. Karlon had
never seen the maglev set up in full battle rig
before. He was impressed.

“Fire when ready,” Karlon said.

There was a brief whining noise from the
maglev. It had targeted each body-heat source
within the officers’ briefing area. At fifty
million rounds a minute, the tiny steel pellets
did their deadly work. If the Viking army had
any kind of command structure, it had been
destroyed in less than a minute.

Derek swung the deadly weapon onto
secondary targets, aiming to cause as much
fear, panic and destruction as he could.
Columns of men fell twitching in piles. Key
personnel, such as messengers, junior officers,
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sergeants and captains fell dead in the midst
of their troops, twitching and kicking, or
drumming their heels on the ground in that
deadly dance of the Grim Reaper. Their heads
or torsos were ripped open by some sudden,
unseen force.

On the lower battlements of the castle,
Forgold arranged his riflemen so that each
man had a slot. They knew what their
weapons could do.

“Cock your flints,” Forgold commanded.
There was an audible click from each weapon.
“Take aim. Fire!”

A volley of musket shot tore through the
ranks of waiting soldiers.

“Reload!” and after a pause, “Cock your
flints. Take aim. Fire!”

Body armour was no defence against
musket fire. It tore through chain mail, metal
plate, and helmets, leaving a small entry hole
and a large exit wound.

Karlon completed his calculations and
picked up the flaming torch on its long pole.
He stood well back from the cannon and
applied the torch to the tiny hole at the top of
the barrel. There was a tremendous explosion
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as the beast found its throat. Moments later,
the first ballista exploded.

Five seconds later, a great explosion
occurred in the midst of the assembled army
as a shell crashed into the center of the
assembly points. If there was any courage left
amongst the besieging troops, it ran out. There
was movement within the mighty army, and it
was breaking up in disarray.

Like a dog shedding its fleas, the mountain
seemed to shrug off the specks of humanity
that had been trying to climb its flanks. The
enemy was running.

Below in the courtyard, Borros sat
mounted and ready to sally forth and harass
the enemy with his cavalry. The castle gates
swung open and the portcullis lifted. The
drawbridge dropped into position over the dry
moat. A great cheer arose from the men
assembled in the great cavalry caverns below
the ground floor. Mounted men moved forward
slowly as the army oozed down the road from
Ravenlock Mountain. As soon as the men had
assembled on the flat plain, they began to
sweep forward. The rout had begun.

___(*)___
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5.
The Raid On Dogley

All was quiet in the village of Dogley. The
weather was warm, but not too hot, and the
sky was shot with high cirrus clouds and a few
floaters at lower altitude. The young men were
busy in the fields, ploughing the rich soil and
sewing wheat and barley, their staple crops,
for the frosts had passed, and the seed would
germinate after the next rain.

White thatched cottages stood in neat lines
about the central shopping square which
contained the village hall, a market, and shops
of all kinds, for Dogley was prosperous — a
growing town. The latest building acquisition
was the village school, a cluster of wooden
classrooms, soundly built alongside the new
church. The concept of schooling was not new
to the village, but to have an edifice, purpose
built for education was an innovation.

In a classroom inside of the school,
fourteen-year-old Cedric was working on a
math problem that Brother Arnonius had set.
His slate pencil was short enough to be
uncomfortable, and he needed another. The
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young teacher was a new arrival — a brother
who had trained at Ravenlock. He was strict,
but fair, and the youngsters liked him. Cedric
wasn't the brightest student in the class, and
his behavior was wanting. Arnonius set him
some easier work, but when that failed to
settle him, he grew impatient with the boy.

“What is your problem, Cedric?” he asked.

“The pencil is too short,” the boy said,
throwing it to the floor.

Arnonius knew a challenge when he saw it.
“Pick that one up, and get another from the
cupboard,” he said.

Cedric swore and went to leave the room.
As he reached the door, a crossbow bolt
embedded itself through the heavy wooden
planking.

“Get down, everyone!” Arnonius shouted.

There was the sound of screaming outside,
and the clatter of horses’ hooves.

“Sea Dogs!” Cedric shouted. “It's an
attack!”

Dogley was thought to be too far upstream
to suffer such a raid, but the Viking band had
moved upstream at night, then hidden in the
surrounding forest, waiting for a good
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opportunity to surprise the village. Their
attack was well planned and merciless. They
attacked the workers in the fields first. The
men were unarmed, except for their
agricultural tools, spades, forks, and planting
sticks. The slavers moved systematically
through the village. A quick defence sprung
up, with many of the shop — keepers and
young men arming themselves with swords
and bows.

Within an hour, the Viking horde had
subdued all opposition from these armed men,
and burned the village to the ground. A few
surviving adult villagers were penned under
guard in the communal animal yard. Cedric
and the other schoolboys were lined up at the
blacksmith'’s forge to be fitted with iron collars
and manacles.

These consisted of two rings of steel joined
with a length of chain and with a slit in the
rings to allow the wrists to be fitted through
loosely. A sharp tap with a hammer closed the
circlets of steel around the wrists. They were
held securely. The boys were chained together
in a long line, for this was a slaving
expedition.
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In front of the burning church, the raiders
crucified Brother Arnonius. The young monk
screamed as he hung on a rough wooden cross,
nailed through his wrists and ankles. The
flames of a fire licked at his feet, then caught
onto his clothes, which burst into fire. Cedric
and the other boys looked on in horror as their
young teacher died screaming in the flames.

—-0---

Anthony dropped Derek’s day clothes onto
the table beside his sleeping Lord’s bed.
“Geggeg!” he said, shaking the boy so his
tousled head poked above the blankets and
furs.

“Anthony, I want to sleep in,” Derek
complained.

“Hoho!” Anthony said, insistently.

“Now what's he want,” Derek muttered,
sitting up. He grabbed the loose, knitted T-
shirt and slipped it on. Anthony handed him
his trousers, a woven leather belt and a cup of
hot herbal tea from a silver tray. It was
Rosemary and ginger — a sure sign that his
father wanted him wide-awake. He sweetened
it from the honey pot, and sipped it carefully.
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“Something’s happened, hasn't it?” he
asked.

Anthony signed to him. “Vikings have
attacked Dogley.”

The rosemary tea was downed in a couple
of hot swallows, and Derek slipped his sandals
on. He reached out for his sword belt.

Anthony helped him slip it over his shoulder.
“Tell him I’'m coming,” Derek said, as Anthony
raced out of the room to convey the message.

Denonios appeared from the servant’s
qguarters. “Is everything all right, Sir?” he
asked.

“Viking raiders have attacked Dogley. I'll
need my new battle clothing and a field kit
within the hour, and could you send word to
the stables for Chester to be readied? Field
rations for a week. Sorry to load you up with a
pile of tasks.”

“That’s what I'm here for, Sir.”
“Thank you, Denonios.”

He knew his loyal servant would rouse the
help and his quarters would be abuzz with
servants within minutes. At least his sheets
were dry lately, and his bed could be re-made
without fuss or gossip. He left his staff to
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attend to the housework, and strode down a
narrow staircase to the Great Hall.

They had breakfast as they worked around
the great table. Maps were laid out, and
Karlon pointed to the salient points with a
chicken bone.

“Their attack was launched via ground-
based forces,” Karlon said. “We haven't
fortified the Northern bank of the Raven
River, so our intelligence of that realm is
somewhat wanting. We know there is a road
some way to the North of the river. I've had it
sketched in, but it's a guess. It goes behind
Mount Eagle. We can see the peak from here
on a clear day.

“We're going to have to re-enforce Dogley,”
Derek noted.

“Dogley’s finished. We can't afford it — not
at the moment.”
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“So what are we doing?” Derek asked.

“You are taking a strong force to intercept
that slave caravan. You will destroy the
Viking force and release the slaves.”

Derek looked at his father. “Destroy?”

“They crucified Arnonius and burnt him
alive.”

“So it's personal.”

“He was a brilliant student and a fine
mathematician. We needed him. | should
never have sent him to Dogley.”

“And you want your monster of a son to
make an example of them?”

“I don’'t mean it that way. Just Kill them
all cleanly. No survivors.” He hesitated. “No...
Let one or two live - to tell the tale.”

Anthony handed him another cup of
warmed herbal tea. Derek took it absent-
mindedly. He was looking at the map where a
red line marked their route for the attack.

“Has the attack route been surveyed?” he
asked.

“Unknown territory, I'm afraid. Send
scouts ahead to mark a trail. You'll note that
you've got two options from the base of Mt.
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Eagle. One is a fast attack to its West. The
other is to be used if they get ahead of you —
skirt the base of the Eagle and attack them to
its East. There are dangers in that. They'll be
closer to home.”

“Are you taking Anthony?” Forgold asked,
indicating the youngster with the point of his
knife.

Derek became aware that his young squire
was already dressed in his armor — chain mail
and breastplate. He smiled. “I doubt if it would
be possible to leave him behind. Besides, I've
got an important job for him — courier.”

“He can't take verbal messages,” Sir Boros
said.

“True, but he can fetch and carry things,
and make written notes.” He turned to the
youngster. “Change into field dress, Anthony.
Brown clothes, the new armour. You'll need to
ride fast, and maybe hide in the forest. We'll
get Arrow saddled for you.”

“A ha,” Anthony agreed, grinning.
--0---

At noon, the troop rode from Ravenlock
Castle, down the mountain towards
Ravenford. Derek, mounted on Chester, rode
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with Anthony on Arrow, Forgold on Barley,
and Sir Boros on Barclay. The mounted
infantry unit, of fifty men, was armed with
.9mm bolt-action rifles. They wore plasteel
armor and carried laminated steel swords.
Derek and Sir Boros were armed with the
latest Maglev handguns, carefully crafted in
the science vaults hidden deep below the
castle.

For support, a baggage train of fast
packhorses under the control of Staff Sergeant
Dernan kept closely behind. Following that, a
unit of cavalry under Lord Vector was
stationed as their rearguard. Vector was
governor of the Eastern Province, and his
troops, while well trained, had traditional
weapons — bows, lances, and swords.

They rode through Southgate in the late
afternoon and turned eastward towards
Seaport. As twilight approached, they chose a
flat area of grassland, sparse trees and
meadow to make camp. Derek and Boros
arranged for a perimeter force of guards, and
ordered all troops to sleep with their arms at
hand. The weather was fine and the night
mild, so it was not necessary to pitch tents.
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Noon on the next day found them
approaching Seaport. Derek was mindful of
the fact that it was a mixed village and that
Viking spies could get word of their
movements to the East. They decided to move
across country to intercept the North Road to
Ravenford. It was a rough ride, for they had to
blaze a new trail. However, as far as they
could tell, nobody saw them on the bypass
route.

Their entry to the Ravenford area nearly
took the town by surprise, but riders were
seen galloping at full tilt to rouse the garrison.
A well-armed force of town defenders, lined
themselves across the road. They were
archers, lancers, and infantry. Derek, with
Forgold carrying his banner, and a white
pennant, rode forth to confront the
Commander.

“I can’'t ask Anthony to Page for me,
Forgold, He has no voice.”

“I reckon | can manage, Lord,” Forgold
said with a grin. He bellowed at the line of
troops:

“The Duke of Valeton and his forces
request Way through the Town of Ravenford
on urgent business for the Lord of Ravenvale!”
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“The Duke is most welcome,” Sir Grisswald
said. “Your garb surprised our watch. You
were not recognised, Sire.”

“We sport a new livery, and carry new
weapons — Thus accounting for our strange
appearance.” Derek explained. “You would
have been notified by signal of our approach,
but we travel secretly. We need assistance
fording the river with all our men and
supplies. Can your garrison cope?”

“Aye, Lord. We have the vessels. Your
men can take a break in the town while they
are prepared. We have three Inns for your
service.”

“The men will spell the horses for the
evening. I'd prefer to cross the main force
tomorrow morning, but we are in a hurry.”

“When did you leave Ravenlock?”
“Before Noon, yesterday.”

“Then you've made good time. It will be
much safer fording the Raven early in the
morning.” The knight said. “The tide shall be
out, and the river low at that time.”

Derek accepted the old man’s advice. He
was a local, and knew the ford. They would
cross, using boats, and the wagons would use
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the ford at low tide. The men would be
refreshed, and the horses rested. The only
point against it was they might lose some
time.

“Very well — a morning crossing, then,”
Derek said, “I'll ask you and your men to
organise it, Sir Grisswald.”

The wooden gates in the wall of the town
opened, and Derek signaled his troops to move
through. The scouts rode in first, and secured
the entry. The town had grown since Derek
had first set eyes on it two years ago. As a
safe river port, it flourished. Viking ships
often sought entry to trade and rest overnight
as they moved up and down the river. Their
men had to leave the town by nightfall, but
over all, they behaved themselves reasonably
well.

Many of the outlying farms had been taken
over by Saxons. This was not a problem, as
long as all swore fealty to the Duke of
Ravenvale. The Saxons and Britons co-
mingled peacefully enough. Karlon realized
that historically, the Saxons would over run
the area eventually, so he did nothing to
interfere, save laying down the law that He
was in charge of the Raven Valley, and no
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other Lord held sovereignty over the small
realm.

Derek quartered his troops in the town
hall, and the school. He set up a watch, for
even though he was in a town of his allies, he
had no illusions that some might resent their
presence. The men were permitted to spend
some part of the early evening in the taverns,
under the strictest orders to leave their rifles
and armour at the school under guard, and to
drink sparingly.

In many ways, they entered the taverns
unarmed, which was a slight risk, but less
than having a drunken soldier with a powerful
firearm loose in the town. His men were
disciplined, but his discipline was not ironclad,
and it could lapse if the men decided not to
take his orders. He was young, and he
commanded the men through respect, not
force.

When the troops were settled, the horses
cared for, picket lines established, and Sir
Grisswald’s preparations for the morning
crossing overseen, Derek felt that his
command group could relax in a nearby Inn.
They chose a room in “The Broken Crossbow”
at Grisswald'’s suggestion. He sent a runner
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ahead to prepare the Landlord, so the matter
was settled.

A half hour later, Derek, Anthony, Boros
and Forgold were seated with Grisswald
around a table near a warm fire, sampling the
generous hospitality of Ravenford’s finest Inn.

“Word is,” Grisswald said lightly, “That
Dogley was put to the torch.”

“Word travels fast,” Derek admitted. “Sea
dogs with slavery on their minds.”

“Not men from the coast, then,” Grisswald
said. “Over the North Sea, maybe?”

“More than likely,” Sir Boros said.

“Wouldn’'t they be in league with the
coastal Vikings?” Forgold asked, tossing his
head so that his long hair ruffled around his
shoulders.

“They don’t show allegiance to a single
king,” Boros said, between sips of the mulled
ale that mellowed their conversation. “A
scruffy collection of rival warlords — that’s the
Viking horde.”

“Would you describe our duke as a
warlord?” Forgold asked mischievously. He'd
directed the comment at Derek, who noted the
boy’s sparkling eyes.
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“He’s not the slightest bit scruffy,” Derek
said, giggling. “But | suspect the local Meade
is. Which is why we should lay off it. Come,
Forgold. We'll check the watch and clear our
heads. We've a lot of work to do early.”

Anthony had fallen asleep across one arm
at the table. Derek put a finger to his lips as
they left. Boros would look after the lad.
Forgold put an arm across his shoulder and
they slipped out through a side door.

“That’s the happy art of soldiering,” he
muttered. “Knowing when to stop.” He
laughed. They were slightly merry, but not
intoxicated.

The cold night air hit them with its sharp,
sober breath, making their heads spin
momentarily. Derek placed his hand on his
holster, feeling the comfort of hard cold steel
in its firm grip of leather. In the moonlight,
the town assumed a character of its own —
stark black and white, more like an etching
than reality. The cobbled streets felt firm
beneath his boots. Oil lamps on street poles
cast a warm yellow glow at the intersection.
There was the soft clop of horse’s hoofs as the
mounted sentry passed.
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He recognised Derek. “All's quiet, My
Lord,” He said, raising his rifle in casual
salute.

“Carry on,” Derek said, touching his cap
with his hand in reply. He looked up at the
horseman as he rode by quietly. Here, in pre-
medieval England, a soldier, mounted on a
horse, rode past in plastisteel armor bearing a
9mm automatic rifle.

-0

Cedric lay on the cold hard ground beside
his friend Seth. The cold seeped into his
manacles and the neck-chain, freezing his
limbs so that he shivered in pain. Sharp rocks
punished his bare arms, and kept him from
sleep. Around him, the sobbing and groans of
the other captives told him they too shared his
misery. He looked across at the sentry,
standing by a warm fire.

“I can’t sleep, either,” Seth whispered.

Cedric put his arms around the smaller
boy, so they shared body warmth. “Can we get
rid of these chains,” he asked.

They looked at the neck bars, shaped like a
torc. The Vikings had not heated them to close
them; so much as they had used brute
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strength to bend them shut — relying on the
fact that a child wouldn’t have the strength to
pull the torc open.

“l didn’t like Brother Arnonius, but I'd not
have had him die like that,” Cedric said.

“He said you're clever. You could do
better,” Seth muttered, shivering.

“For what? That stuff he taught us — What
use is any of it?”

Seth held the chain up. “Give me a lever
long enough, and a fulcrum strong enough,
and I could move the Earth.”

“Don’t worry, Seth. I've been keeping my
eyes open. The ground we're walking on hasn't
a great supply of levers.” Cedric said.

“Or fulcrums, either,” Seth said. “What
about using the collar? It's a bent bar.”

Cedric examined the bar around Seth'’s
neck. “They closed it by hand?” he asked.

“Sure. The same as yours.” Seth said.

“Lie back on me. Put your head on my
chest.” Cedric said.

“No. I'm not your —*
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“Don't worry. I'm not after that — | just
want to see if I'm strong enough to stretch that
collar out.”

He lay on his back, and the youngster laid
on top of him so that Cedric could grasp the
ends of the iron torc with both hands. He took
a deep breath and pulled as hard as he could.
The iron bar moved slowly, but surely, to a
more open position. Seth tested his neck
against it, and sat up.

“You did it,” He whispered. I'm free — sort
of.

He still had iron fetters on his ankles and
manacles on his wrists, but these were of
much stronger steel, and had been applied
with the help of heavy hammers.

“I can’t get these off,” Seth said.
“No, but you can slip away.” Cedric said.

“Where would I go?” Seth asked. “South
leads to the Raven, but I can’t swim it with
these irons. They'd track me down within
hours. Then what would happen to me?”

“The dogs would track you down. But if
you reached the Raven before them, they
couldn’t track you over water. You could wade
upstream and hide somewhere. Give it a day,
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and then go back to Dogley. Someone may
help you there.”

“I'm not sure that | can.” Seth said,
uncertainly.

“Stay with me, then. Enjoy slavery for the
rest of your short life. Enjoy the whips and the
branding, and hope they don’t blind you or
tear out your tongue.”

“You're trying to scare me,” Seth said in
fright.

“Yes. | can’'t help you to decide, but
running is what I'd do.”

Seth lay quietly, breathing deeply. He
watched the stars overhead. He knew their
names and their courses. Mentally, he took in
the North Star. At last, he gave Cedric a
quick squeeze on the arm, and slipped off into
the darkness.

-0

As dawn broke on the Ford, Lord Valeton’s
armed forces crossed the Raven. The wagons,
buoyed up by boats lashed to their sides, made
it up the shallow bank one by one. Grisswald
and his men had proved their worth as a
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garrison of capable engineers, and there were
no losses of either men, or equipment.

They did not tarry, but set trail to the
North along the route marked out for them by
the scouts that were sent ahead to provide a
track for the wagons. Derek took his leave of
Sir Grisswald.

“You and your men have done Ravenford
proud by your work this night, Sir Grisswald. |
thank you, on behalf of His Lordship and
myself.” He drew a small pouch from his belt
and handed it to Grisswald. “Henceforth, you
are a Senior Knight of our Vale. Let this
brooch of silver acorns lie with your Sash of
Office to proclaim your membership of the
Council of Raven.”

“My Lord, I expected no such honour for
merely doing my duty.”

“Your reliability in doing your duty is well
known, Sir. This award is long overdue. On
our return, | pray that we may happily dub
thee at a suitable ceremony. Meanwhile, tell
your men that they have my admiration and
thanks for a job well done.”

They saluted, and Derek rode off after his
column. The Commander of the Ravenford
Garrison watched them out of sight, and then
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signaled his men to ford the Raven back to
town. There, he would ensure the horses were
tended, the boats returned to their sheds, and
the fording tackle stowed. Ravenford was a
large town, and his force was its defence. He
had no intention of allowing anyone in it to
become slack through lack of military use.

The country ahead of Derek’s column
became more broken as they approached the
foothills of The Eagle. The massive mountain
had a twenty-mile footprint, and was some
four thousand feet high. Derek decided to
move his force around the Eastern end,
realizing that, to attempt the Western route,
might slow them down to a position tailing the
slavers.

They were traveling through tall forest
when evening approached. There was little
undergrowth, and the wagons had kept up, but
the scouts brought news that ahead lay
country that was more broken, and thickly
vegetated, so that the wagons would not move
through it with ease. There was also the
problem of two mountain streams, flowing off
The Eagle, which would be difficult to ford.

“Can we bring the wagons to the bank of
the first stream?” Derek asked.
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“With time, my Lord,” We could cut a road.

“Then that is where we shall establish a
permanent camp — to provide a presence here,
on the Northern side of the Raven.” Derek
said, “We shall camp here. Inform Lord Vector
that | would like to see him after supper.”

They established a picket line with
saplings and small trees to create a barrier
fence around their encampment, and, after
tending the horses, set up tents with
comfortable fires. Soon, food was cooking
merrily on fires established by the cooks, and
the men relaxed with music and songs after a
good ration of stew, apples, and wine.

“Your young Lordship wishes to see me,”
Lord Vector announced at the canvas door of
Derek’s tent.

“Please come in, Lord Vector. | require
your advice on a practical matter.”

“Indeed, young Lord. | thought you had all
under your control.”

Derek sensed something of tension in
Vector’s tone. Perhaps it was the description
“young” that put a jarring note into his reply.
How could he make the older man feel that he
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was a valued member of the team while even
now, Derek was planning to leave him behind.

“Things have gone well, indeed, My Lord.
We have had God on our side, and some large
amount of luck, I think - perhaps more of the
latter. That is where you come in.”

“l, Lord Valeton?”

“Yes, and please call me ‘Derek’ as my
father would. Indeed, you are senior to me in
age and need not defer to me in our private
conversations.”

“So. Then in our private conversations,
you may address me by the style of ‘Vector’ —
omitting the titles. That being settled, Derek,
what do you wish of me?”

Derek poured glasses of tawny wine from a
brown jug. “The wagons can go no further with
our backup supplies. From now on, we must
carry as much as we can and prepare to dump
any excess should we come to battle. | need a
reliable force to extend our track to the small
stream — more of a small river, really — and
make a fortress there. It must be strong,
defensible, and capable of holding any
survivors from that slave raid, as well as our
forces.
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“You expect to be attacked?” Vector asked.
Sipping his wine.

“I must expect that to be a possibility. It
may not happen, but as we move into Viking
territory, we shall hardly do so unopposed.
From here to the East, there will be small
groups of men at first, but then villages,
towns, who knows what? News of our
presence must reach the enemy, and they may
rally quickly as our rescue is done.”

“And you want me to build the fortress?”

“You have the battle experience, Vector.
Who else is there who can plan an assault on
us and thereby construct the best defences?
Besides, your men are strong, and capable of
good fast construction.”

“I had hoped for the glory of battle at your
side.”

“You are doing a most important task in
that battle, Vector. A task that only one with
your skills could accomplish. Who else is there,
in all my troop, who could do this for me?”

Vector thought for a while. “No one. You
are right, Derek. Logic dictates that I do this
task, and it will be done.”
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“We shall name it, Fort Vector, after you,”
Derek said.

Vector finished his wine and put his goblet
down on the table. “Come now, young Lord. |
am far too battle worn and old to be flattered
by titles, and naming rights. The fortress will
be ready for you when you return. May God
speed you in your task. Now, take some
advice from an old soldier. Sleep early, Derek.
The morning needs find you fit and rested.”

He bowed his head and left the tent. There
was silence. On the whole, Derek thought that
the conversation had gone rather well.

—-0---

In the thick reed beds along the North
bank of the Raven River, Seth lay beneath the
water, breathing through a straw that poked
above the water. Above him, he could see the
Viking warriors and their hounds prodding
into the reeds. Finally, they got bored and
moved on. The boy lay where he was until it
grew dark and he knew the men had moved
on. Then, and only then, did he climb out onto
the bank to dry himself in the cold night air.

-0
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Cedric had managed to hide Seth'’s torc for
a while, but it was attached to the neck chain,
which ran along the line of slaves. A count in
the morning soon established a discrepancy of
one, and a ruckus was raised. As the nearest
slave to the runaway, attention soon focused
on Cedric, who took the blame

for Seth’s escape. Cedric was soundly
beaten, and the slavers fitted a crossbar over
his shoulders.

“When we reach the end of the march, it's
crucifixion for you,” he was told.

“Meanwhile, you can carry the crossbar —
just to remind everyone what to expect if we
lose any more or you.”

Cedric was terrified, but there was very
little that he could do about it. They had not
belted him so badly that he could not walk, but
he ached severely from every muscle.

He had expected to get a savage beating,
but that would have meant that he'd slow
everyone down as he struggled along. The sea-
wolves didn't want that. They wanted to get
home as quickly as they could. The crossbar
was heavy and uncomfortable, but he could
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keep up with the other slaves as they marched
eastward to their fate.

—-0---

Anthony watched from his vantage point
on the hill as the slavers, with their human
cargo in tow, moved along the North Road.
They had spent the night at a Saxon village.
Apparently there was no rancor between the
sea wolves and the villagers, who had stabled
the valley prisoners overnight in sheds.
Anthony took notes on a pad of papers, so that
he would not have to try speaking to Derek.

Although the boy duke could understand
his page, Anthony often had to repeat what he
said, and this slowed things down. Writing a
report was quicker. He was engrossed in it,
when he felt the sharp prick of a blade at his
neck.

He dropped the pad and pencil, and raised
his hands in surrender. There was a guttural
command behind him, and the boy was
prodded to his feet. He turned in surprise to
see that his captor was hardly older than
himself. The blond headed teenager who
confronted him was lightly built, but
muscular. He held a small sword, but its
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blade shone with the glint of steel, and its
blade looked very sharp.

Anthony opened his mouth, said “Ugh
ugh!” and rotated his hands. The blonde
headed boy looked shocked and dropped the
sword point to Anthony’s midriff. It was the
error that the young page wanted his
opponent to commit. Uncaring of the
sharpness of the blade, he lunged forward.
The steel penetrated his cloak, but stopped at
the plastic fabric shielding, unable to
penetrate. Anthony grasped the boy’s
shoulders and pulled him forward, falling back
and placing his feet into the boy’s stomach as
he rolled into a judo throw. The boy gave a
shout of surprise as he was thrown high into
the air to land with a heavy thump on his
back. Anthony straddled him and pushed the
sharp sword across the boy’s throat. With a
swiftness that surprised him, he smashed the
heavy handle of the blade across the boy’s
temple, rendering him unconscious. He drew
some thin cord from the side pocket of his
trousers, and soon had his prisoner trussed for
transport.

—-0---
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Derek looked over Anthony’s report. It
was detailed, with sketches and an estimate of
the number of Viking troops, about two
hundred. “Numbers are against us, but we are
much better armed.” Boros said.

“True, but crossbows are formidable
weapons. I'd say both sides are fairly
matched. We must take them by surprise,”
Derek said. We might be able to drive a wedge
between the Vikings and their prisoners.

Take out any guards who are amongst the
prisoners.”

“What do we do with our prisoner?”
Forgold asked.

“Anthony can take him back to Fort
Vector. | can’t spare anyone to go with him.
Vector can interrogate the Saxon boy there.
We must know if there is an alliance between
the Saxons and the Vikings. They could cause
us a lot of mischief in the future.”

“I'll see his cords are replaced with chains,
Anthony is hardly a warrior.” Forgold said,
“But then again, he did get the better of the
boy, subdued him, and brought him in.” He
laughed. “Perhaps | underestimate him.”
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Derek smiled and looked at Forgold, his
head turned slightly to one side, and his
eyebrows lifted. “You, underestimate anyone?
Come now brother knight. Let us not judge
ourselves too harshly.”

Borros saluted. “I'll have the men ready to
move on the instant, Sire.” He turned to
Forgold. “I suggest you give young Anthony
the good news. Come now, we haven't much
time if we are to lay ambush.”

___(*)___
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6.
Rescue and Flight

Derek dropped his hand, and twenty rifles
barked. For his own part, he took aim at two
men, who appeared to be the leaders, and his
maglev bucked in his hand as it shifted its aim
to compensate for their startled response. The
Viking soldiers dived for the ground. They
regrouped quickly, loading their crossbows as
they rolled on the ground, making small
targets. A hail of bolts flew towards the
troops. While they could not penetrate the
plasteel armour, the bolts could severely
bruise or even wound a soldier. A second
volley of bullets pecked around the Vikings,
lifting plumes of dust and whistling in
ricochet.

“Form Wedge! Cover the prisoners!” Sir
Boros shouted. As one, the men sprang to
their horses and soon a flying wedge of
mounted cavalry hurtled into the slave train.
There was the sound of shots and screams as
Derek’s soldiers followed their orders to slay
any guards amongst the slaves. Some of the
horses, impaled by crossbow bolts, died
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beneath their riders, or threw themselves

around dangerously in their death throes,
causing casualties amongst the slaves and
their rescuers.

The slavers formed themselves into a
rough square behind their mounts, many of
which were dead. They were still able to cause
havoc with their crossbows, but Derek and Sir
Boros hosed their defence with Maglev fire,
and the resistance faded. Finally, a white
pennant was waved from the defenders’
mound. A few men stood up, threw down their
weapons, and raised their arms.

“They have surrendered, Sire,” Sir Boros
said.

“Tell them to walk forward, twenty paces,
then lie on the ground, face down and arms
forward.” Derek said. “Forgold, take some
men and end the suffering of their wounded.”

“Sir?”

“It is the will of the Grand Duke, that no
slavers shall survive this march, save one.”
Derek said gravely.

“Do you wish me to kill the wounded?”
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“No, good Forgold.” Derek said, urging
Arrow towards the defenders’ mound. “You
are too good a lad for such corruption.”

The maglev, in single shot mode, is a quiet
weapon, which utters barely a “phut!” as it
kills. The soldiers turned their backs on their
young lord as he went about the grisly task of
executing the wounded and dying men. At
last, he rode his mount past the men who were
lying face down on the ground. There were
five of them. His maglev coughed four times.
One of the men screamed in fear, and went on
screaming as he found himself untouched by
death.

—-0---

“One dead, and seven wounded.” Vector
commiserated as he topped Derek’s goblet
with mead. “Not too bad, if | do say so myself.”

They were relaxing in Fort Vector’s
command hut. It was a secure wooded
building that took up one wall of the fort;
which consisted of a square of sharpened
wooden logs about twenty feet high. It
reminded Derek of a fortress built by cavalry
units against Indians. Each corner contained
a watchtower, manned by a sentry. A gallery
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for riflemen ran around the inside of the outer
walls.

“You were right about the crossbows.”
Derek said ruefully. “Poor Faldrick took a bolt
through the eye. We haven't the armour to
protect our faces.”

“There’s always something to work on,”
Vector agreed. “By the way — your Saxon boy
is poorly. I can’t interrogate him as he is.”

“How?”

“Anthony wields a very strong arm. He did
more damage to the boy’s head than he meant
to. His eyes are protruding. | think he’ll die
before we reach Ravenlock.”

Derek thought for a few minutes. “Sounds
like pressure from bleeding inside the skull.
Can your surgeon drill through a skull?”

“Trudgeon? I've not seen him do it, but ...
yes. I'll ask him when he’s finished tending
our men.”

“It often works. | have some brown liquid
that should be used to bathe the wound after.
It prevents puss.”

“Puss is good for a wound. It promotes
healing.”
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“Ah, yes, but it does no good around the
brain. We try to keep the brain puss free.
More mead?”

“Aye, Lord. It's a goodly drop,” Vector said.

Something about his voice prompted
Derek to ask, “And ...”

“Those men surrendered, Sire.”

“Ah ... the summary executions ... Rest
your mind, Lord Vector. They were Killed at
the order of The High Duke. We are to
discourage slavery and the predatory
warlords. We cannot afford to rush about the
vale rescuing its inhabitants every time some
foreign chieftain tries to recruit forced labor.”

“You have a mind for such undertaking,
young lord. But it unsettles the men.”

“Were it up to me, I'd have impaled every
one of the bastards and let them wiggle their
way to Valhalla. The good duke, my father,
decreed they should die quickly. So it was
done.” Derek said, and drained his cup. “As for
my hatred of Vikings — | learnt that from
them. They are a barbarous lot.”

The sentry at the door knocked and
entered. “One of the citizens wishes to see you,
Lord. He isyoung.”
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“Admit him,” Derek said.
Cedric entered and looked about nervously.

“Come here, boy. What is your name and
your wish? Derek asked.

“I am Cedric, Son of Marmot, who died
defending Dogley. | wish to thank our Lord —
for rescuing us. There is — | mean— | have
nothing more to give him than my thanks, and
the thanks of my friends. They wait outside,
should you wish to receive their gratitude.”

Derek noticed the boy’s bloodstained
bandages, and the severe bruises on his face.
“It looks as though the slavers had some time
with you.”

“I helped my friend escape. They beat me
for it, and said | would be crucified.” He looked
firmly at Derek. “These marks will pass, my
Lord.”

Derek rose from his seat and placed his
hand gently on Cedric’s shoulder. “Your
memories of these painful events will remain,
but remember this, Cedric. Derek of Valeton,
your Lord, will remember you as one who was
brave in the face of adversity, and firm in
friendship in the face of our enemy. Now take
me to your friends.”
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-0

As he stood by the wooden bench on which
the young Saxon lay, he thought of that
encounter. The people of Dogley were
gracious, but they had nothing left except
their memories. They were refugees.

“He’s deeply asleep, Lord,” Trudgeon said.

“Carry on, then,” Derek said, bringing
himself back to the grim reality of their
sickbay. He handed the large hand-drill to the
young surgeon. Trudgeon cut through the
scalp, stemming the sudden rush of blood with
aclean rag. Then he began the task of drilling
a large hole into the skull to ease the pressure.
Blood flowed out through the hole. He
collected it in a bowl and sniffed it.

“It's old blood, Sir,” he said, pushing his
finger through to the fracture site. Manually,
he pushed the fractured skull bones back into
place. “No small splinters,” he noted. “The
pressure should be lower.”

“His eyes look better. Not so popped,”
Derek noted. He washed the wound with
lodine. “Stitch him up, and pray to his gods.
With luck, he'll recover.”
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He washed his hands in a bowl of fresh
water.

“You've experience of surgery?” Trudgeon
asked.

“I help my Father when he does it,” Derek
admitted. “I know a lot, but he is much better
than I am. For instance, he knows how to get
this substance from seaweed. It Kills
bacteria.”

“Bacteria?”

“Willful little spirits that infest wounds
and cause men to die before their time.”

“I have often suspected such, Sire. How
can we fight such, for they are too small to
see?”

“You must always wash your hands, wear
clean robes, and see that your casualty is clean
—as | did with this youngster. Then, all your
tools — knives and such — must be cleaned by
boiling. Boiling destroys the little devils, as
does cleanliness. You'll find that if you adopt
these measures, many patients will live.”

“Bacteria devils. Well you would know,
Lord.”

Derek laughed as he left the surgeon to
clean up. The Saxon would live, or die, as the
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fates willed. He had done his best for him.

His feet crunched on the gravel path leading to
the command hut. He sensed someone was
behind him, and turned swiftly, drawing his
sword.

“Please, I mean you no harm,” a voice said
from the darkness.

“Reveal yourself,” Derek said. He felt no
immediate alarm as a small boy stepped from
the shadows. The boy wore fetters and
manacles, and looked as if he was on his last
legs.

“I am Seth,” he gasped, and slumped to the
ground.

“Sentry!!” Derek shouted. There was a
rush of feet as soldiers ran into the courtyard.
“Secure him, and bring him before me. Drum
all hands to quarters. Tell the Captain of the
Watch that I wish to see him.”

He was furious. Their security had been
breeched, risking the lives of every person
within the fortress, as well as his own. It was
imperative that they should discover how this
had happened.

-0
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Derek was tired. It had been a long day.
He slumped in the rough wooden chair that
served as his throne within the fort. It wasn't
much different to any other chair, but he’'d had
the back made larger, and with the help of a
bearskin and some cushions it looked roughly
imposing. In this medieval world,
appearances meant a lot. He could hardly pass
judgment from a kitchen stool.

Seth was dragged before him. The boy was
conscious, but groggy and unsteady on his feet,
which were bloodied and cut.

“Who are you?” Derek asked.
“I am Seth, Sire. From Dogley.”
There was a disturbance at the door.

“Lord Ravenlock! A boon, Sire! Let me
approach!” someone shouted. “It is Cedric!”

Derek motioned with his left hand, and
Cedric was brought before him.

The boy dropped to his knees and bowed
low to the ground. “Great Lord, This is my
friend, Seth, whom 1 released from servitude.
Please let me speak for him.”

“An you can make sense of him, it is
allowed,” Derek said. “Rise, Cedric and be
seated. You may question him.”
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A plain wooden chair was brought forward
for the boy. There has been a plethora of
joinery, Derek thought looking around and
seeing, as for the first time, how many tables
and chairs had been made from the
surrounding wood.

“Seth, where did you go after I released
you?” Cedric asked.

“To the River. | ran — two days — South.”

“The raiders followed you. How did you
get away?”

“l hid. | breathed with a reed. It was hard.
The chains dragged me down. Then they left.
The raiders”

“How did you find us?”

“I found a log and floated down the river. |
found your tracks. | knew it was the Raven'’s
army.”

“How could you know that?” Derek
interrupted.

“You leave things — printed paper, empty
shells from rifles, plastic, pencil stubs. | know
of these things — I am from Dogley. | am a
Raven, too.”
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“Our rubbish gave us away. Why did you
follow us? Why not cross to Ravenford?”

“My log floated away. | could not cross the
ford with my chains, so | traveled north. | was
hungry and thirsty, but | made it.”

“Why didn’t you announce yourself at the
fort?” Cedric asked.

“The troops were strangers — not Raven. |
was afraid. I hid in the rafters of the shed and
stole food to live. They built the fort around
me. Hunger drove me down.”

So it wasn't a breach of the walls or
security. Derek smiled. He was relieved to find
that he could relax.

“Lord Vector would probably have had you
impaled and then questioned.” Derek
chuckled.”

“Our Lord is kindness himself,” Lord
Vector said with a grin. “Just don’t let him
take you prisoner.”

For a moment, the aged warrior and the
young Lord looked at each other. The jest was
pointed, but well made. Derek made light of it.
“Time for rest. Stand the men down. Praise
them for having good discipline, Vector.” He
turned to look at the boy. “Have his irons
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struck off, and see that he is fed — lightly. He
can retire with the rest of Dogley. We leave
for Ravenlock in the morning.”

“All of us?” Boros asked. “What of the
fort?”

“Burn it. It's made of good wood and
should fire well. Never allow the enemy use of
our good work, Sir Boros. This place has
served us well. I've no wish for it to serve the
sea wolves or the Saxons.”

That night, he slept deeply, without
dreams.

Their movement from the Raven River to
the fort had created a definite track through
the forests, and Derek’s force had little trouble
following their route back towards the ford.
They set off, with the flames of the fort
reaching to the sky behind them. By midday,
they could see where they had been by the
tower of black smoke that rose into the air.
Sparks from the fort had set fire to the
surrounding forest. Derek had not thought
that this would happen, but the weather was
unseasonably dry.

163



RAVENLOCK

There was a sudden commotion from the
front of the column. A forward scout had
galloped back to advise them that a very large
group of warriors blocked the way ahead.

“There are about a thousand men, Sire -
Saxons and Sea-Wolves. They are mounted,
well armed with armor, long bows, swords,
pikes ...”

“Quite an army,” Derek said. “They could
be on us soon. We must fortify this position
and stand firm here. Put the wagons across
the path in a line. The wind is in our favor, so
set fire to the scrublands in front of us, to give
us a clear line of forward fire. Issue
ammunition to the mounted cavalry. The men
of Dogley can secure our flanks with trenches
and pikes.”

“Stay put, Sire? They'll besiege us. We are
low on water and food.” Boros said.

“True, but if we try to fight a running
battle in the woods we’ll be disadvantaged.
Our losses could be great. They can’'t match
our rifles over open ground. The forest fire
will drive them back. Tell the men to burn off
around our position. | don’t care how many
men are against us; they’'ll not try to force
their way through a forest fire. With the low
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vegetation burnt, we’ll have clear shot through
the trees.”

The men back burnt to clear the area
around their temporary fort. Wagons were
lined up to form a front wall. Trenches were
dug along the sides of the fortress, with earth
banks to make it difficult for anyone to scale
the earthworks. Pikes were slanted outwards
to discourage attempts to jump the trenches
on horseback.

The forest to their front was well ablaze,
with the wind from their backs sending a
firewall down onto the enemy.

Derek realized that the fires were
upsetting the horses. Arrow had tried to rear,
so he was having difficulty controlling her. In
desperation, he dismounted and ordered her to
drop. She sank to the ground and he quieted
her with a piece of blanket across her head.
Many of the cavalry did the same. They waited
beside their horses. It was getting dark.

“They’ll try a night attack,” Sir Boros said.

“We've burnt off around our camp. We
don’t have to fear forest fires. Their attack
must have been disrupted.” Derek said.
“They’d be here by now if we hadn't lit the
forest.”
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“Luck is on our side,” Vector said. “It is
indeed a fierce conflagration. They would be
breathing smoke, to say nothing of facing a
wall of flames.”

“It won't last,” Derek said. “Perhaps we
should take advantage of the situation,
abandon this camp, and strike for the Ford.”

“The Dogley lads, Sire?”

“They’re fit and rested. Tell them to keep
up best they can.”

A sudden scream from one of the men
sounded the alarm. He writhed on the ground,
with an arrow through his chest.

“To arms!” came the general cry. A flight
of arrows buzzed into the camp, killing and
wounding people and horses at random.
Within moments, the soldiers had knelt
behind their shields. Those caught without
armor swiftly donned it, and the horses were
covered with light plasti-shield cloth to protect
them. The arrows would still bruise and sting,
but they could not penetrate the hi-tech fabric.

More flights of arrows followed, and a
steady rain of shafts fell from the sky. The
Dogley men and boys took shelter beneath the
wagons. Derek had dropped his transparent
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visor as soon as the shafts began to fall. He
reckoned the firing was from the woods on
their West, so he ordered the riflemen to shoot
several volleys in that direction.

“Cavalry to the East, Sire!” shouted Vector,
drawing his sword and waving it as he turned
his horse to face the oncoming enemy.

Derek and Boros lifted their Maglevs and
fired a burst towards the new threat. Against
a massed formation, the high volume
electronic discharge was deadly. The
approaching cavalry unit was mown down
efficiently. The following unit had to break up
to avoid the pile of corpses where men and
horse lay thrashing in their death throes.
Some of the mounted men were able to drive
through the melee, but they paid a heavy price
for their bravery as they succumbed to the
automatic fire of the deadly weapons.

After the initial assault, there was silence,
and the woods took on a brooding pre-night
gloom. “So much for breaking out,” Sir Boros
muttered. “Still, it was a good idea while it
lasted.”

The wounded soldiers were moved to a
makeshift tent made from the plasti-shield
horse blankets. Badly injured horses were put
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down and dragged to the sides of the
encampment, where their mounded bodies
would help to shield the riflemen. Random
arrows, fired from the forest, continued to buzz
into the camp, but were now more of a
nuisance than a real threat. A few bowmen
had managed to climb the fire-blackened trees,
but Derek brought them down with single
shots from his maglev.

“I have but five magazines,” Boros said
conversationally.

“And | have six,” Derek replied. “A massed
charge would see the end of us. How are the
men for ammunition?”

“Low,” Boros said. He picked an arrow off
the ground. “Well made. The head has
snapped off. Stops us sending them back. It
will be a long night.”

“Whoever is running that show will be
close. He'll want to be where he can see the
action. We'll use the night glasses and go
hunting.”

“We have two pairs,” Boros said, “So it's
the two of us. Any more than that would give
us away.”
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“Black cloaks. The moon won't rise until
late. No armor — plasteel has a shiny surface.”
Derek said. “Anthony, get our cloaks ready.”
Anthony seemed keen. “And you can't come,
little friend. It's nasty out there.”

For a moment, Anthony sulked, but he
thought about it and nodded philosophically.
Derek was right, as usual. Their commando
raid would be highly dangerous. He smiled to
himself. He could still be useful.

—-0---

With the advantage of his night-glasses,
Derek and Boros managed to slip around the
sentries posted by the besieging army. Being
the attacker can be a psychological
disadvantage. The besiegers assumed they
held their enemy in an iron grip, so were
careless about putting sentries around their
own camp. With his Maglevs operating in
silent mode, Derek crawled forward, silencing
potential opposition before the unfortunate
soldiers realised that they were dead.

The two enemy commanders camped in an
area about a hundred metres behind their
front lines. With a warm fire, tables and
chairs, they were very comfortable. They had
reconnoitered their preparations for an attack
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to be undertaken just before dawn, and were
relaxed, drinking ale, and eating joints of
meat. Derek and Boros crept up carefully to
listen to them discussing tactics. With his
knowledge of Norse, Derek could understand
what was being said. At last, he knew enough.
He poked Boros meaningfully, and moved to a
firing position. They set their maglevs to
automatic sight.

“On three,” Derek whispered. “One, two,
three.” Soft thuds from the maglevs sounded
like sharp cracks in the dark. The targeted
men threw their hands up as the tiny
aluminium slugs, traveling at a tenth the
speed of light, blew their heads apart.

Derek and Boros did not wait for alarm to
spread. They moved back along their line of
retreat, thrilled to hear the tumult and outcry
they were leaving behind. As they fled, they
shot anyone unlucky enough to be in the way,
until they reached their own camp. Derek
flashed his laser sights at the sentries. The
men were expecting the brilliant red point of
light, and signaled back, waving a flame from
their pitch torches. Soon, the two assassins
were safe within the perimeter of their camp,
answering questions and debriefing.
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“They’ll be attacking just before dawn. We
must be ready for them,” Derek said. He told
how they had listened to the Viking chief as he
went over his plans with the Saxon Lord, his
ally.

“Did Anthony come back with you?” Vector
asked quietly.

“Anthony? He wasn'’t part of our raid.”
Derek said.

“Little devil went out soon after you left.
Said he had orders to follow you in case of
trouble. Well that's what | made of him,
anyway.” Vector said.

“Anthony can look after himself fairly well.
Tell the sentries to keep a look out for his
return.”

“Are you going to wait for him?” Boros
asked.

“No, I'm getting some sleep.” Derek said.
“I have too many other things to worry about.
Anthony is capable. Whatever he is up to, |
have to trust him. We are low on ammunition.
Wake me two hours before sunrise.

Tell the riflemen to get as much sleep as
they can.

—-0---
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Anthony kept his wits about him as he ran
through the dark. The moon was up, and
although it was only half lit, it provided
enough illumination for the boy to navigate his
way along their route towards the Ford. He
knew that the small force Derek led would
only be able to hold out for a short time. The
enemy was too numerous. With luck, they
could manage to conserve their ammunition,
and hold out for a day. He knew that the
maglevs would be useless as soon as their
ammunition ran out.

-0

Wolfson groaned and tried to sit up. The
man beside him was instantly awake. He
leaned over the boy and looked at him.

“How is your head?” Trudgeon asked.

“Very sore,” the boy replied. He looked
around the wagon. “Where am 1?”

“On the way to Ravenlock. You are our
prisoner.”

“The land of demons?” the boy whimpered.

“They are not demons. They will not harm
you, if you behave. You tried to take one
prisoner. Bad move.”
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“My blade turned as it struck him. He used
my own sword against me.” The boy paused.
“How do you speak our language?”

“I am fluent in many tongues,” Trudgeon
told him. “It is useful for us to know them.
Now, who are you?”

“I am Wolfson, first son of the High Lord.
Why am | tied down?”

“So you can’'t move and undo the good work
I've done on you. Your head is fractured.”

“Did you tend my wounds?”

“Yes, as did the Lord Derek. Your wound
had many demons in it. The Lord Derek
banished them from you with his magic potion.
It is called ‘lodine’ for it is made from
seaweed.”

“Do you guys mind if I get some sleep?”
Derek asked from his blanket roll.

“You are awake, Lord,” Trudgeon
remarked. “So is Wolfson. He is the First Son
of the Saxon Lord who is besieging us.”

Derek was awake instantly. “The first
son?”

“Yes, Lord.”
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Derek looked at Wolfson for a moment.
“Keep him safe for me, Trudgeon,” he said.
Then he rolled himself back into his blankets
and was deeply asleep in moments.

“That is young Lord Valeton, First son of
the Lord Ravenvale.” Trudgeon said.

-0

Morning dawned across the field of battle.
An outnumbering force of Saxon and Viking
warriors surrounded the camp of the Raven.
They watched the camp, but made no move
towards it, for in front of the wagons, two
posts had been driven into the ground.
Wolfson was tied, spread-eagled between the
posts. A mounted Saxon warrior, with a white
flag on his lance, approached the camp. He
was unarmed, so Derek motioned him to
approach the defensive trench.

“You are the Demon?” he asked Derek.

“lI am Lord Valeton, Son of Lord
Ravenvale, herald. Who is your lord?”

“l did not send a herald. I am Wolf. | came
for my son.”

“You are the Saxon, Wolf. | thought I'd
killed you last night.”
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“You killed my Captain, and the Sea Lord,
Tieerford. Many will mourn their passing.”

“It is the nature of warfare for many men
to pass. What is your business?”

“My son — who you hold hostage.”

“The sea wolves attacked my town and
took many of my people slaves. They killed the
rest. Many were my friends. As you came for
your son, so | came for my people. We are
homeward bound. I am taking my people
home.”

“lI want my son.”

“And I want to take my people home.
Perhaps we can make a deal?”

“Give me my son, and you can pass
through our lines unharmed.”

“You and your son can accompany us, as
far as the Ford. We shall part company there.
You may bring two heralds as escorts. Young
ones, so we shall not be taken by treachery.”

“I shall have to take counsel with my
advisors.”

“Your son is not very comfortable where he
is. I would not take too much time,” Derek
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said. “Should there be any treachery, my men
will shoot him where he is.”

“I am not treacherous.” Wolf said, pointing
at him. “That is your skill, Demon Lord.”

He rode back to his lines. Derek signaled
two men to cut Wolfson from his poles. They
brought him inside and laid him back on the
wagon. A short time later, Wolf rode from his
lines, accompanied by two youngsters on
ponies. They wore wolf skin cloaks over their
woolen tunics, and sandals that were attached
with thongs that laced up over their knee
socks.

“Nobility,” Derek said. “Have two ranks of
riflemen to honour them as they ride in.”

Wolf, attended by his younger sons, Fox
and Eagle, rode slowly between the two ranks
of riflemen in their plasteel armor, presenting
arms with their rifles. Derek waited for him
on Chester. Captain Forgold, Lord Vector, and
Sir Boris accompanied him at a respectable
distance. The Saxon noted the discipline of the
men, their gleaming equipment, and their
shining armour.

“Thunder weapons,” he said.
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“Very powerful,” Derek said. “Easier to
carry than a crossbow. It shoots ten times
while a bowman reloads. It kills at ten
furrows. Should your men attack, they would
be mown down as wheat in the summer before
they could take three steps.” He pointed to
where Wolfson lay. “Your son wishes to see
you. He is being cared for in that wagon.”

“Cared for?”

“His skull was broken. My surgeon had to
heal his wounds.”

“And, knowing that, you had him pegged
out like a wild beast?” Wolf said, quivering in
anger.

“Because you were reasonable, his time on
the stakes was short. He is strong and tough.
He will survive. Believe me, Wolf. Had you not
complied, I would have killed him.”

“I know, Demon Lord. Your reputation
goes before you. You have no mercy. Your
heart is of stone.”

Derek had no reply to this. “We are ready
to move off. You shall travel in the wagon
with your son. Fear not, we shall care for your
horse.”

“My other two sons?”
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“Will ride with me, one on each side. We
shall share many tales and, perhaps, songs.”
Derek said. “And I shall feel safe in their
company.”

—-0---

Their slow procession moved off, heading
south towards the Raven River and its ford.
Wolf’s forces accompanied them on each side,
but at a respectable distance. Of the Sea
Wolves, there was no sign.

“Where are the Viking soldiers?” Derek
asked Fox.

“They left after Tieerford was slain,” the
boy said cheerfully. “They fear your magic.
One moment he is sitting by the fire, drinking
ale — the next he is dead with no head.”

“How old are you?” Derek asked.

“I have seen eleven summers. My brother
has seen ten. In that time, we have seen many
battles. | have been a hostage before.”

“I do not think of you as a hostage,” Derek
said. “I would wish us to become friends.”

Eagle chimed in from the other side: “After
what happened to Wolfson, that is hardly
likely. My father is not one to forgive his
enemies.”
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“Wolfson attacked my squire and was
bested. His head was fractured, so my squire
brought him to our fort so we could heal him.”

“I know. I saw it. That is how we knew
where he was. Wolfson told me to hide and
watch him capture the demon. But it was
Wolfson who was captured. Your squire did
not see me. | followed him as far as the fort,
and then ran to tell my father.”

“We are not demons, Eagle.”

The younger boy shrugged as if it didn't
matter.

“I saw what you did to the Slavers.”

“They had to be punished for killing old
men, women, and little children. They took the
boys and young men as slaves.”

Through the long day, they chattered as
they rode. At last, the Raven River stretched
across their path.

—-0---

Forgold and five men unloaded a boat from
one of the wagons. They soon had it in the
water, and he prepared to row it across the
river. Just then, they became aware of larger
craft bearing down on them from the Western
reaches.
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Derek realised he was in a trap. The
Saxons held the high banks to their North,
surrounding his small force that was in a
defensive crescent formation facing them.

“I doubt if the sea wolves care whether we
live or die,” Wolf said. Should you Kill us, my
men shall push your force into the river —
thunder weapons or no. We outnumber you.
Surrender, and you will live. You won't be
comfortable, but you will live.”

“You kept your side of the bargain and
brought us to the Ford. Take your family and
rejoin your men. You are all free to go,” Derek
said.

Wolfson mounted behind his father. Fox
and Eagle, on their ponies, accompanied him
back to the lines of Saxons. Derek calculated
as the sea wolves’ ships took up attack
formation in the river. The Saxons looked on
with interest.

“Between two fires,” Vector said, steadying
his troops. “Question is, who will attack first?”

The small force spread out, protecting
itself as well as it could behind the protective
blankets of plastisteel. There was a rippling
motion in the Saxon line as they turned
towards the forest and moved away.
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“Well, look at that. They're going home,”
Forgold said.

“A man of honour,” Derek said.

There was a high whistling sound from the
further bank, and a dull thump that shook the
ground. A moment later, the first Viking ship
exploded. Explosions ripped from the forest,
as Lord Ravenvale’'s heavy cannon opened
covering fire.

“Anthony roused the garrison,” Derek said.
“I wondered where he’'d got to.”

They heard, but did not see the cannons.
One after the other, the war boats exploded,
and burning men were seen screaming as they
dived into the water. The forest to their north
was ablaze with flame as covering fire was
laid.

“Did they get away in time?” Sir Boros
asked.

“I think so. Wolf wasn’'t a man to hang
about. He led his forces from the field at full
gallop.”

“Men are drowning out there, Sire,”
Forgold said. “Should we shoot them?”

“Leave them be. Let their Gods care for
them,” Derek said. Tell the men to stand
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down and pack everything. We've got a river to
ford.”

___(*)___
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7.
Stolen Rifles

From the battlements of Ravenlock Castle,
Derek had a perfect view of the Valley, with
its broad river, The Raven, cutting across the
broad fertile lands. Behind him, on the broad
patio, his mother, Lady Istell, sat with her
attendant ladies enjoying morning tea. Beside
them, on an ornamental shelf, their radio sat
crooning the morning music. Radio Ravenlock
was Karlon’s latest idea— a way of informing
the community about what was happening,
while providing entertainment services and
employment for the younger members of the
community

Smoke rose from the tall chimneys that
marked the site of Valeton’s generators
Another plume rose from the iron works at
Ravenford. It was the westernmost port on the
river, which became shallower further to the
West. Raven Vale was now an industrial
complex with its own power station, steel mill,
and manufacturing towns,
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It had taken Karlon months to make
permanent magnets for the generators. They
were of steel, alloyed with carbon, copper, and
nickel. They provided the primary current for
the larger electromagnets, which were used to
develop the mains voltage. The power lines
were made from drawn copper alloy. The
system was effective for fifty miles, but no
more. They could provide power for Dogley,
and Saxholme.

A couple of weeks after Derek’s return
from rescuing the People of Dogley from
slavers, the Saxon king surprised them by
becoming an ally. He had ventured into the
vale, accompanied by his three sons. It was a
courageous act, for very few outsiders wanted
anything to do with the Vale. It was said to be
the land of wizards and demons. Despite this,
Wolf presented himself with his escort at the
Ravenlock gate, and asked to see the Lord of
the Valley.

They left their weapons in the lobby, and,
after a search, added a few more that were
hidden in boots and sleeves, which were no
match for Karlon’s metal detectors. Their
guides, who brought them in moments to the
Penthouse, regarded - what their visitors
thought of the lift - with humour. It opened
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onto the broad patio overlooking the valley,
where Karlon and Derek were waiting,
together with Lady Istell, Anthony, and Seth,
who was recently recruited as a junior squire.

“Lord Karlon, Lord of Ravenvale, may |
present to you, Chief Wolfsbane of the Saxon
people to our North, and his sons, Wolfson,
Fox, and Eagle.” Derek said formally.

“Chief Wolfsbane and your sons are most
welcome in the Vale and in my home.” Karlon
said. “Please join us in refreshments, for you
have arrived at the mid morning hour, during
which we partake of a small sustenance.”

“Thank you for your welcome. I am called
‘The Wolf or, ‘Wolf,” The chief said. He
continued: “I'm surprised that you speak our
language so well.” He sat back on the
comfortable cushions of the divan, and his
sons sat cross-legged around him on the floor.

“I speak Saxon, Norse, Celtic, and my own
language, which is a mixture of them all. I am
a scholar, and it has been my delight to study
languages in the evenings when my tasks are
done.”

After their meal, Karlon took Wolf around
the castle, showing him as much as he dared
about electricity, the laboratory, the school,
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and his plans for the valley. Wolf was amazed
to see the older valley children attending
lessons in reading, writing, mathematics,
science, and military arts.

“We no longer fear raids from slavers. Our
children are trained in arms from an early
age. They are quite capable of destroying sea
wolves. The Vikings have been permitted to
settle in the lands at the mouth of the Raven.
They trade with us for metal ores, wheat,
barley and other grains. We sell them knives,
ploughs, tools, and clothing. We require wheat,
cattle, sheep, deer, pigs, vegetables, flax, and
wood.”

“I can supply those items, for that is what
we use. It would help if you could supply us
with slaves.”

Karlon smiled indulgently. “We have no
use for slaves, Wolf. We have something
better. Itis called, ‘electricity’ and it does the
work of thousands of slaves, at a fraction of
their cost.”

Wolf was amazed to find that all the
servants in the castle were paid a salary.
Even Karlon and Derek received a salary, and
they were expected to live within it. Taxes
were collected to pay for the public works, and
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consumers had to pay for electricity, piped
water, council rates, and welfare. Many of the
older children were recruited as clerks in the
civil service as soon as they left school. The
valley government became a major employer.

Karlon could not control everything in the
vale. He had devolved his responsibilities onto
others as soon as he could. Daniel Roser
became his Attorney General, responsible for
developing and implementing civil and
criminal law. Julian was the Treasurer,
assisted by Istell, for the task was demanding
if the economy was to be maintained. It would
be easy for the valley to fall into a depression,
or have a boom and bust economic cycle, which
would be just as harmful.

Lord Boros of Seaguard was placed in
charge of the military forces. Because Raven
County didn’t have a navy, and there was no
air force — yet — it was a complex task of
recruiting, training, and managing a force of
five thousand men to guard the Valley. By
introducing compulsory military training for
all youngsters from the age of twelve, and
basing the training at the High School level of
education, it was possible to call on an army of
forty thousand men and women at arms, on
short notice.
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Ravenvale was a military community,
living in peace. Its neighbours left the valley
pretty much alone, which was what Karlon
wanted. Initially, the visit of the Saxon king
was something of a nuisance. It forced Karlon
to recognise that, whatever he did in the
valley, now called Raven Shire; he could not
isolate it from the rest of the pre-medieval
world, which existed outside its borders. Yet
the visit resulted in a firm friendship between
the two leaders, and Wolf sealed that by
leaving Fox and Eagle in Karlon'’s care, to
attend school and learn the wizarding crafts,
as he called science and engineering. Wolf
returned to Saxholme with Wolfson, taking
with him Karlon’s promise of electricity and
trade links.

—-0---

“I've been thinking,” Karlon said one
morning at breakfast. He didn’t continue, but
carried on eating.

“About?” Derek asked as the tension built
up over the table.

“Time lines. We may have altered history
irreparably. Technology is seeping out of the
valley, and | don't know how to stop that
happening.”
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“You're referring to the theft of ten rifles
and some ammunition from the Ravenford
Armory?” Derek asked. “I thought Sea Wolves
were responsible for that.”

“Helped by insiders. | fear that some of the
garrison profited handsomely by that theft.”

“I'm told the thieves didn’t get much
ammunition,” Derek said.

“How long do you think it will take them to
produce their own?” Karlon asked.

Derek could see his father was serious. He
thought about it, and then said, “I suspect that
within five years they’'ll be able to copy the
rifles, and will have solved the problems in
making shells for them. Meanwhile, ten rifles
could cause a lot of mischief.”

“That's why I'm sending you out with a
couple of companions to see if you can destroy
them.”

Derek stopped eating and looked at his
father. “You want me — to travel — spy - into
the Viking's den, and — uh — destroy the
rifles?” Derek asked, hesitatingly.

“I don’t want you exposed to the risk, but I
don’t see much option. If we don't stop this
now, history as we know it will be changed

189



RAVENLOCK

beyond recognition. | suspect we're already on
another time line. We could end up with a
temporal vortex. And | don’'t even want to
think about the implications of that.”

“I speak Norse. Who else? Korro, Laszo,
Petron, Raki, Harkon and Gorg. Fox and
Eagle, are too young and we've guaranteed
their safety, and I'm forgetting Mother.”

Karlon smiled. “You missed out Anthony.
He can’t speak it, but he understands it.
You're better than a computer you know that?
Korro will understand the issues. If we discuss
it with him, I'm hoping he’ll come onboard.”

Derek thought about the boy for a while.
Korro was always polite to him, but Derek had
tortured the boy severely when he was first
captured. It would be an ideal way for the
Viking boy to get revenge — reveal him to the
enemy and enslave him again. He said he
forgave Derek, and he had become a Christian.
Yet Derek had his doubts that Korro was
sincere.

“You don’'t have much choice,” Karlon said
impatiently.

“Anthony can’t come. They'd recognise
him. Petron and Gorg are friendly. They
attend school and are doing well. Gorg is
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learning engineering — he’s good with a lathe.”
Derek added, “Whoever stole the rifles will
want to learn how we made them. Suppose we
wore swords that were machined. That might
bring us close to the thieves.”

“I'll do better than that. Everyone will
carry side arms — not 9mm, but 7mm
automatics. Your ammo will be limited to five
magazines — a hundred rounds each. The Sea
Lords won't be able to start much of a war
with that, even if they capture you. I’'m hoping
they’ll recruit you instead.”

“Recruit me?”

“To build them a machine shop, and an
armory. It's not such a huge task.” Karlon
smiled at the confusion on Derek’s face. “I
want you to destroy their weapons, but build
them an armory. Doesn’'t make sense, right?”

“Unless the machine shop and armory are
fakes or have some other purpose in mind.”

“Spot on. But that's only one option. I'm
not telling you how to do the job, Derek,
because I can't. We can make up all the plans
possible, and find when we get there, that
conditions are totally different.”

“So | plan —on the fly.”
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“You've got it. Find out where the rifles
are, and how well they're secured. Destroying
them is up to you.”

“These duck eggs are delicious, The toast is
excellent,” Derek said, filling his plate with
the steaming food, “And the bacon is sublime.
So when do we recruit our team?”

—-0---

Korro guided his horse, Phaeton, alongside
Chester and looked down on the port of
Seaguard. “Many of my brothers use Seaguard
as if it is their own town,” he said affably.

“To be effective, a port should have open
waters. Many of the inhabitants are
foreigners,” Derek said. “I was told that a
third of the population is Roman in origin.
They stayed behind when the garrisons left.
The rest are Saxons, Angles, Jutes, and
Norsemen. To think, ‘Brother Simon’: In a
thousand years, they shall all be of one
nation.”

“Here?”

“No. This land is subsiding. The sea will
cover it totally by then, as far upriver as
Dogley. The Raven Valley will cease to exist.
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Ravenlock Castle will be a distant memory —
regarded as a local legend.”

“The Lord will destroy it for its
wickedness,” Korro said with a grin. “Perhaps
we should go down to convert the pagan
fiends, Brother Derek — before it gets dark.”

“You worry too much,” Brother Peter said.
“Yet | agree that a warm fire and the company
of the Inn is preferable to staying out here for
the night.”

“Brother George, are they hinting that I'm
wasting time?” Derek asked.

“Ah. 'Tis not for me to say, in the company
of such learned fellows,” Gorg said. “Yet | tend
to side with Petron — | mean, Brother Peter.”

“Get it right, Brother George,” Derek said
with grim humour. Seaguard is not the place
to be identified as Raven folk. Though it is
nominally part of the Vale, it is more like a
foreign land. Strangers are everywhere.” He
hoisted his white cross standard. “Keep it
close.”

The four monks eased their mounts
forward and rode in pairs down the road
towards the town gate. The smell of salt air,
and the wheeling of gulls and terns overhead,
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confirmed to their senses the proximity of the
sea. The slight odor of rotting garbage
reminded them they were entering a town that
was not firmly under the control of the Lord of
Raven Vale.

“I am Brother Simon, the abbot,” Korro
said, and these are my curates — Brothers
Derek, Peter, and George. We are here to
celebrate Mass, and to bring the Good News to
all who would hear it.

The gatekeeper wasn't impressed. “By
whose authority do you travel here?” he asked.

“The Lord of Raven Vale himself has set
his seal on this parchment which guarantees
safe travel within his domain,” Derek said,
handing a furled leather roll to the soldier,
who unrolled it, inspected it briefly, and
handed it back.

“That seems satisfactory,” he said. The
entry tax is twenty centos — each.”

Derek handed some coins to the soldier. It
was probable that he couldn’t read. He knew
the tax to be ten centos, but the man needed
the surcharge.
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“You'll find the ‘White Swan’ to be a good
inn for gentle folk. I'd preach with care here,
Brother. Some people are not of the faith.”

Simon made an elaborate sign of the cross
in the air. “Thank you, my good man. May the
Lord bless you and your Kin, and bring you
good health and prosperity.”

They rode into the town with the sun
lowering behind them, drawing out their
shadows onto the dusty road that led down to
the wharves. The White Swan took pride of
place near the waterfront. It was clean, with a
spacious yard and stables for the horses. They
left their mounts with a group of stable boys,
employed at the Inn for a small wage, and tips
from the customers. They were competent, and
supervised by an older lad named Rupert.
Assured that their mounts were safe, the
monks entered the Inn and made
arrangements for a large room with four beds.
They were impressed by its cleanliness, and
not surprised to encounter a twenty-cento
surcharge.

It being early evening, they ordered supper
and settled at a table, discreetly to one side of
the large room that served as a bar and eatery.
A band played lustily from one corner, and
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from where they sat, the monks could observe
all the customers as they entered, drank their
fill, ate, danced, or chatted at the tables. Two
of the barmen were burly fellows, and it was
obvious that the innkeeper suffered no
nonsense from his clientele. While loudness,
bawdiness, and some rough play were
tolerated, anyone overstepping the bounds of
behavior was efficiently thrown out onto the
street.

It was a warm night, and Derek dropped
his cowl, revealing his long hair. The others
did the same, so they no longer looked as
monastic as when they had arrived. They
drank their beer slowly, and enjoyed a meal of
roast boar, onions, gravy, and bread. One of
the locals approached their table. He was
slightly unsteady on his feet, and aggressive.

“You're from Ravenlock. | can tell. |
thought all holy men shaved their pates for
humility. Looks like you're not very humble.”
Playfully, he swung his fist against Derek’s
upper arm. The punch would have corked a
normal man’s arm, but the fist met Derek’s
plasteel armor, so that the antagonist’s
knuckles landed across the reinforcing rib.
There was a crack, and the man fell back with
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a cry of pain, his fingers had broken on
impact.

Derek laughed. He pulled back his robe
slightly, and revealed the glint of silver armor
brightly in the lantern light. “Whine too
much, and we’ll be happy to cut your hand off.
It won't hurt then.”

There was a momentary silence, and the
hubbub of conversation rose again as if
nothing had happened. Simon noticed two
blond headed men at the far end of the bar
who had been looking at them closely. His
own golden locks stood out, as did his fair skin
and youthful appearance. The men caught his
eye, and then looked away quickly. “I believe
we have been spotted,” Simon said. “In fact,
we probably stand out more than we wish,” he
said, pulling at his hair. Peter and George
chuckled at his inclusive joke.

The innkeeper, Adler Gorriman, who had
been making the rounds of the tables, was
soon at their side. “Your holiness is more than
welcome,” he said cheerfully. “Mother church
catches them young, these days, Sir Abbott.
You're not from these parts?”

“Indeed, | came from over the North Sea as
a boy. ‘Twas a great ship.”
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“May | ask how you came ... “?

“To be a disciple of Our Lord, Jesus Christ?
It was a strange journey, accompanied by
much pain and sorrow, yet it was worth the
effort. | learned much from the good Abbot at
St. Joseph’s, Valeton. His name is Father
Clemens. You may have heard of him?”

“Indeed, he is famous throughout the
domain.” The innkeeper paused for a moment.
“Someone has recognised you, it seems — A
sailor from the ‘Woden’. He remembers you as
a boy.”

“That seems a long time ago. Ask him, and
his companion, to join us. And we’ll enjoy
some more of your fine ale if we may.” He
turned to Derek. “Does that suit you, Brother
Derek?”

Derek nodded briefly; annoyed that Simon
should ask him. As Abbott, Simon had no need
to ask his juniors, although he was clearly
younger than Derek. The innkeeper departed
towards the sailors.

“We should have kept our cowls on,” Derek
muttered. “Now everyone will know our
business.”
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“We should have shaved our heads,”
George chuckled.

“We need to find out more about The
Woden,” Peter said. “It could be very useful to
us.”

The sailors ambled down towards their
table. The Innkeeper handed them two ales
from a tray and brought four more tankards to
the monks. When he left, the two men looked
down awkwardly.

“Please join us,” Simon said, making room
on the wooden form that was their seat.
Derek and Peter made room also, so the
sailors could be seated with them. Derek’s
impression was that these men were very
large and strong, well muscled blond giants.
Yet they seemed cheerful, and not in the least
threatening.

“Prince Korro, | am Kaarvor and this is
Thorlin. We are from the Woden, which is
loading grain.”

“l can see, Lord Kaarvor, that there is no
fooling you. I recognise you, of course.”

“Many believe that you died at the hands
of the Demon Lord of Ravenlock.” Thorlin said.
“Attempts were made to rescue you, but they
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failed. King Vashon was gravely injured in the
battle. ”

“My Father, King Vashon, knows | am
alive. The Church told him. After the battle, I
decided to stay at Ravenlock. | studied the
Christian faith, converted, and became a
priest and missionary. My father knows all
this, and to him, | am dead. You would not
know of it — a family matter. Please call me by
my Christian name, Simon, for I am no longer
a prince of the Northern Realm, but am a
humble servant of Jesus.”

“I hope you do not intend to travel back to
your father, Prince — | mean, Simon. We have
no love for Christians.” Kaarvor said. “One
who forsook the Gods of his ancestors for this
foreign deity would end his days in great
suffering, I think.”

“Nevertheless, we must return. It is a risk
that I must take.” Simon said, and sipped his
ale. The bitter liquid soothed his throat. He
noticed that Peter was looking decidedly
unsteady. “Would my father kill my servants?”
he asked rhetorically. “I think not. Peter is
still a boy, and George is my age.”
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“Smaller boys have graced stakes in the
torture caves of Keldar. Their dying trebles
scare the feasting crows to flight.”

“Pay no heed, Peter. | heard this tale
myself, as a child. There are no torture caves
in Keldar. Are we a cruel people, Kaarvor? Tell
me there is no gentle side to the mighty King
Vashon. He held me in his arms and fed me.
As a boy, | hunted at his side. His sword
drilled me. Tell him I would return home. We
have business in Norgen and Dhaler. Your
ship could leave us there, and continue home.
When you return, bring me my father’s word
that we will be safe in his kingdom, and I shall
return to him — if not as a son, then as
someone who understands the ways of
Ravenlock and its arts of war.”

Derek was impressed. He knew that
Simon was a gifted boy, but only now, during
this time of delicate negotiations, did he
realise how mature he was. He also began to
have some understanding of Simon'’s feelings
towards Christianity and himself.

“This is a grave charge that you place on
me, Sire. Yet | shall discharge it at your
father’s feet. Were it my will, you'd all be
welcome.” He looked at Derek “Even the Lord
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of Valeton could come in peace. — It is not my
will, but your father’s.”

Peter had fallen asleep across the table.
“He is tired,” George said.

“He’s had two tankards of strong ale,”
Derek noted. “Not a bad effort at his age.
Brother Peter is not a warrior, Kaarvor. His
beautiful voice is heard in heaven. One day, he
shall match you in size and strength.”

“Why did you bring one so young on such a
dangerous mission?” Kaarvor asked.

“Our mission is to the world, bringing the
news of Christ, Jesus, who was dead, but now
is risen and living in heaven,” Derek said.
“Whosoever believes in him shall have — not
death, but eternal life.”

Kaarvor looked at him silently for a while,
then tapped his hand on the table in front of
Thorlin. “Come, cousin. We must attend the
ship, for our watch is due. We sail on the high
tide tomorrow afternoon.”

After the sailors left the inn, they sat for a
while chatting generally about the journey
they had made, and what they expected to find
on the East Coast.

—-0---
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Sunlight crept early into their room and
Peter woke feeling energetic and refreshed.
He was quiet, for he didn't wish to wake the
others. He washed his face and hands in the
large enamel dish. Then he slipped on a simple
tunic from his pack, ensuring that his
automatic was hidden from view under the
garment. There was no drain to empty the
dish, so he opened the window, looked to see
all was clear below, and tipped the water out
onto the cobbles. Then he looked for the
wooden bucket to refill the dish. It was empty.

The boy was used to doing simple chores
for Korro, so he took the bucket downstairs to
the well in the courtyard. He filled the bucket,
and carefully lifted it, for it was heavy. He felt
a hand on his shoulder and turned around in
surprise. The man who had accosted Derek at
the table the night before was standing with a
couple of rough looking fellows. They were
grinning, but not with joy.

“Got you,” the man said, tightening his
grip.

Peter dropped the heavy water bucket onto
the fellow's instep. The man let him go, and

bellowed in pain. “Don’t let him get away!” he
shouted.
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His quarry had a head start on the men, as
Peter turned on his heel and bolted for the inn
gate, which was open. He reached the street
and turned right to try the main door to the
bar. It was locked. He carried on, putting his
head down and running at top speed, weaving
and dodging as he went. His pursuers were
dogged in their attempts to catch him, but
small boys are notoriously slippery and Peter
managed to lose them in the maze of side
alleys. He moved quietly around a shed, and
found himself on the wharf. Looming in front
of him was the Woden. He gasped at its size.
Its sail was furled, and its oars stowed. The
shields on the side had been stowed to enable
cargo - bags of wheat and barley - to be loaded.
Men were already on the job, for the ship was
to sail later that day.

Seeing a familiar face, Peter called out to
the man who was supervising the work.
“Thorlin, It is Peter.”

“Brother Peter. Come and help us load the
sacks,” Thorlin said. The men stopped their
work for a moment and laughed.

“Some men tried to grab me. | managed to
get away.”
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“This town is a little dangerous for small
boys. | would be careful were | you. Come on
board. 1 will show you the ship.”

Peter ran up the ramp to the deck, and
Thorlin grasped him by the elbow in the
Roman handshake. “So you escaped from
them. One day, you will be a great warrior.”
He indicated the deck and showed Peter
below. “This is a merchant ship. We have a
high deck for oars, and a large cargo bay in the
centre. The captain has his quarters aft in
that cabin, and passengers sleep below deck in
comfort. We have a crew of twenty men. They
are in town today with Kaarvor. We do not
restrict our trade to grain. The men will be
buying cloth, jewelry, and personal items.”

“We have no need for personal goods. The
Lord provides.” Peter said. He thought for a
moment of his room back home in Ravenlock,
with its comfortable bed, curtains, carpets,
fine clothes, toys, and books. The lie didn't
bother him, for he was playing a part.
Nothing in his early life in Orland had
prepared him for his comfortable life at
Ravenlock. “I should be getting back.”

“I will walk with you,” Thorlin said. “Lord
Derek will be happy to see his page in safe

205



RAVENLOCK

hands. First, | must get something from my
cabin — in case we run into — problems.” He
said, ducking into the Captain’s cabin.

“So you are the Captain of the Woden?”
Peter asked.

“At your service,”
“I thought Kaarvor was in charge.”

“Prince Kaarvor is my Lord, and we are
great friends. He is Prince Korro’s uncle,
although your Brother Simon does not seem to
recognise him.”

“I think Korro — I mean Brother Simon -
did recognise Kaarvor. When he first set eyes
on him at the inn, he told Brother Derek that
we’d been recognised.”

“It is a mystery that you should travel
disguised so poorly.” Thorlin said, as they
reached the wharf. They set off together up
the street that led through the town. The
thugs who had tried to grab Peter took one
look at the pair as they walked back to the inn
and decided to call it a day. For all they knew,
the blond headed giant with the blond headed
boy could have been his father.
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“When we found the bucket tipped over in
the yard, we were sick with worry,” Simon
said. He was not angry, but concerned.

“I didn't want to wake you, and it was only
a short distance to the well. How was I to
know | was in danger?” Peter said defensively.
“Besides, | was armed. They didn’'t know that.”

“What did you see on the Woden?” Derek
asked.

“It has a crew of twenty men, all very fit.
Captain Thorlin has his own cabin — more like
a tent, really, and Prince Kaarvor is Simon’s
uncle.”

“I recognised him by his face, but | didn’t
know we were related,” Simon said.

“It could be very useful,” Derek said.

“And | think the rifles are below the
rowing deck in the hold. They are covered with
grain sacks, but enough of a grey armory box
was showing for me to make the connection.”
Peter said. He felt quite smug at the
disclosure.

“They’ve come back,” George said from his
position at the window. “Some people don't
give up.”
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Derek moved to the window to see a man
with a bandaged hand lurking in the shadows.
“He’s limping,” Derek said. “Well done, Peter.”

“It's a heavy bucket when it’s full of
water,”

“And still he hangs around,” Derek said,
drawing his 7mm automatic from his holster.
He screwed the silencer onto the barrel.

“I feel sorry for him,” Peter said.

“And | do not,” Derek said, squeezing the
trigger. There was a muffled noise, and the
man flipped backwards. For a few seconds, his
feet drummed against the cobbles, and then he
lay still. Derek closed the window.

“With him hanging about, we knew where
our enemy was. Now that you've eliminated
him, we don’t know.” Simon said.

“It sends a message. As for our welfare,
trust no one. They'll know we have firearms
now. We want them to know.” Derek said.
“We have business with the Woden. 1 suggest
we ask them for passage to Norgen. If you ask,
Simon, he will hardly refuse you.”

“Are we going by ship?” Peter asked.
“Fantastic!”
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“It will be quicker, and safer,” Derek
explained.

—-0---

“Well — I'll be ...” Derek said, looking at
the Woden with amazement. "This is not a
Norse ship. It's a merchant vessel. Roman, I'd
say — or a copy of one.”

“You seem to know a lot about ships,
Brother,” Simon said. “It didn’t exist when |
was in Norlund. They might have purchased
it, or captured it on the high seas.”

“A hundred feet long, twenty feet wide,
with a rowing deck and weatherproof storage
for trade goods. What's the cabin made of?”
Derek mused, pointing to the lowest structure
aft.

“It seems to be hide — stretched around a
light frame that holds up the steering oar,”
Peter said.

“Truly magnificent, and better than any
knarr that I've ever set eyes on,” Simon
agreed. “No figurehead, a rounder stern and a
steering oar. You have sharp eyes, Peter.”

“It is different,” the youngster said, “So it's
easy to spot the differences.”

209



RAVENLOCK

Simon did the haggling, which was
accomplished quickly.

“Uncle, I wish to purchase passage for
myself, my three friends, and our horses. We
wish to go to Norgen. It is a missionary
journey.”

“We need no pretence if we are to grant
you passage, nephew. The price will be twenty
gold pieces each.” Kaarvor said. “Does Lord
Valeton carry such a sum?”

Derek lifted his robe to reach for his money
belt. The holster with his automatic was in
plain view.

Kaarvor's eyes went round with surprise.
“Is that a fire weapon?” he asked, choking.

“Oh, you mean the automatic. Yes. We
travel armed. It is lighter and deadlier than a
sword or bow. I can kill twenty men before
they can draw their swords.”

“How came you by such a wonder?”

Derek drew the weapon out slowly and
removed the magazine then checked that it
was empty. “We make them at Ravenlock. It
requires much skill — beyond the capability of
a village smith, I fear.” He said, handing it to
Kaarvor. The Viking looked at the fine
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machine work and the polished appearance of
the piece. Derek demonstrated the slide and
the trigger mechanism. “Your people could not
make this, or maintain it, or make the tiny
arrows that we call bullets. We can, because
we have the mills that do the fine work. They
are not magic. Men make them. As men
made this ship, so men can make firearms.”

“I shall take you to Norgen - the four of
you, with your horses, for twenty gold pieces.
On the voyage, you shall tell me about
firearms and what is required to make them.”

“I shall be happy to tell you how they are
made,” Derek said. He didn’t add that he
would also be telling him why he should not
attempt to make them.

“Are you crazy,” Simon asked as he helped
to ready the horses for on loading. They had
to be hoisted onto the ship using straps and
man powered slings. “I thought we were
supposed to destroy the weapons and prevent
anyone from making them.”

“We shall do so,” Derek said. “For the
moment, Simon, you'll have to allow things to
develop naturally. The bait is set. With luck,
your uncle shall take it, and we shall be free of
our problems.”
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As the sun set on Seaguard, the boys
watched the fiery sky from their vantage point
on the Woden. A soft breeze sprang from the
land, and Thorlin ordered the sail set. It
billowed out, and they watched the wake
trailing behind them in the growing gloom.

“They sail at night, guided by the stars.
One day in the distant future, your
descendants shall set their courses through
those same stars.” Derek said.

“Sometimes, my Lord, you frighten me
with your stories,” Peter said. “But tonight,
you are too funny.” He laughed loudly, and
the sound of his glee floated over the waters.
“We are sailing through the stars! Ha ha! Oh,
too funny.”

___(*)___
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8.
The Woden

Their quarters on the Woden were
cramped and dark. A hatch led them down to a
space below the rowers’ deck at the very front
of the ship. From the depths of his pack,
Derek drew a small bottle of clear liquid that
he sprayed liberally into the air. It had a
pungent odor that made their noses run.

“What, in all Hades is that?” Simon asked.

“A powerful insecticide — unless you wish
to share your bed with the fleas. There are
rats down here.”

“Fleas? So?”

“Rat fleas carry plague. And a lot of other
things we can do without. Believe me.” Derek
assured him. He found another item and
turned the base. Immediately, a strong light
illuminated the forward locker. Their
cramped quarters were revealed as a space for
the anchor chain, a spare sail, and many coils
of rope of various sizes and lengths. They
created four rough bunks from coils of rope
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and sacking that they re-arranged for their
own comfort. A box in one corner held sets of
manacles. They were circles of steel that could
be closed on a wrist with a hammer blow. It
was a quick and easy system of restraint for
anyone hunting for slaves. Derek closed the
box.

“No fire below decks!” came a shout from
above.

“They don’t know about electric torches,”
Peter said.

Derek chuckled and turned it off. “The
less the crew knows, the better,” he said.

Above them, the men stood and walked
forward to push the oars. Two steps forward,
and two steps back. It was a monotonous,
rhythmic noise. The boys could not go above
deck, for fear of getting in the way.

“Everyone’s busy. We could see if the
armory box is down here,” Peter said. The
centre of the boat was filled with bags of grain.
Netting held them in place, so they didn't
tumble into their forward space.

“l don’t think so,” Derek said. “We can't
interfere with the cargo without destabilizing
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the boat. I'll take your word for it, Peter. The
rifles are down here somewhere.”

There was a pounding on the hatch above,
and it opened. Thorlin climbed down to join
them. “Is everyone comfortable?” he asked.
“It's not easy on a cargo ship. This is big
enough to have a deck and you can sleep dry
in the rain and storms. The men sleep aft, and
some of them sleep here. I've brought you food
— roasted salt meat and some dry bread.

Here's a jug of fresh water. Don't spill it. It has
to last until tomorrow afternoon. We should
clear the Island by then, and be in the estuary
of the Raven. | warn you, the open sea can be
quite choppy.”

“Thank you, Captain,” Simon said. “For
how long will the men be rowing?”

Thorlin sat on a coil of rope and made
himself comfortable. “The breeze has dropped,
so we furled the sail and row. There are ten
men on the oars. Prince Kaarvor leads them.
He doesn’t give up, so no one complains. Once
into the River, we’ll have the current with us.
That will give us more speed.”

Derek switched the torch on. Thorlin
moved back in surprise as the light cut the
gloom. “No fire,” Derek said. “It's harmless — |
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can't explain how it works, for that would take
too long.” He left it on the floor.

Derek cut the chunk of meat with his
knife. Its razor sharp blade made short work
of the beef, which was quite tough to chew.
The bread was hard and dry, but it would last
for months at sea.

Thorlin looked at Derek’s knife. “That’s a
fine blade,” he said.

Derek handed it to him. Thorlin placed his
thumb on the blade, which drew blood
immediately. The Viking put his thumb into
his mouth. “Very sharp,” he said, looking at
his wound, which closed over almost
immediately. He carefully handed the knife
back. “I can see that trade with Ravenlock
could be most profitable.”

“Trade with us is more profitable than
war, Captain Thorlin.” Derek said.

“You know, your relationship with Simon
is rather like the one | have with Kaarvor. He
is my chief, but he defers to me on matters
regarding the sea and the ship. | see that
young Simon is your abbot, but you are the
real leader of the group.”
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“We work together,” Simon said. “I know
the local customs and language in a way that
Brother Derek could never understand. | was
born to them. He knows mathematics, science,
and engineering and has been learning them
since early childhood. In those things, | defer
to him.”

“I rely on Brother George for his good
common sense,” Derek said.

“And Brother Peter — one so young?”
Thorlin asked.

“He keeps us cheerful,” Brother George
said. “At eleven years of age, he is younger
brother — to all of us.”

There was the noise of someone opening
the hatch. A large head appeared. “Thorlin,
can you take over?” Kaarvor asked. They
swapped places. Thorlin took his position with
the rowers, and Kaarvor pulled the hatch
shut, joining them below deck. He ignored the
electric torch, as if he’d known about them all
his life. “The Captain is a great story teller,”
he said. “But now | was hoping you could tell
me a story — about how the firearms are
made.”

Derek moved over to become more
comfortable. “You know about turning wood on
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a lathe, for I've seen it done. A man sits at a
lathe, the wood turns and the artisan uses
chisels to make the wood round.”

“l am familiar with it. You do the same
with steel?”

“Yes, but it is turned very fast, and cut
with steel which is made very hard.” Derek
said. “To make the steel lathe, you must start
small — I think a wood lathe at first. One
small machine makes a larger one, and that
makes an even larger one, and so on. It takes
time. Eventually, you have a very fine
machine that runs very fast and makes
beautiful things — and firearms.”

“We have blacksmiths and artisans who
can make very fine work,” Kaarvor said.

“That is true, and they would be very
useful, but they would have to learn how to
make drawings of the lathe, and how to do all
the mathematics — figuring — that is required.
We start our tradesmen young - with children.
They learn how to read, write, and figure.
Then they learn to do special drawings of
things they need to make. They work under a
master until their skills are great. It is not a
fast process, but slowly is the best way.”
Derek took a sip of water. “Your country has
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iron rocks to the North, and we have coal. You
can make steel.”

“It would be quicker to trade for the
firearms. You could make them, and we could
buy them from you.”

“There are problems in that. It takes a
long time to make them. Our workers are
busy with other things. There is a danger that
if we make them for others, they might turn
them on us, or on each other. Firearms are
very dangerous things, Kaarvor.”

“Why would you show us how to make
them if they are so dangerous?”

“Because you would learn many other
useful things while you made them. You
would have schools, towns, factories in which
many things are made.”

Kaarvor thought about that. This
knowledge would come at a great cost. Our
ways would have to change, he thought. There
are many people who would not like that. We
are a free people. The sea is our home. Our
domain stretches from the Land of the red
bear and the painted warriors as far as Rome
and Constantinople.

“Does that worry you?”
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“NO_"

“Your people will have to decide if they
want to change their way of life and build
marvelous things. The journey is slow, but at
the end of it, there is great wealth. There is
also great power.”

Kaarvor looked at Derek for a while, and
then nodded his head. “I shall think on what
you have said. Tell me, Lord Valeton, should |
decide to travel the road you have shown me,
would you be my guide?”

“That is something | must think about. |
was a slave to the Black Mill. 1 still carry its
mark. 1 would need to feel safe in your
country.”

“If I put my mark above the slave mark, it
means | have freed you. Nobody will dare
guestion it.”

“A brand?”
“Do you fear a little pain?”
“NO-H

“Good. Tomorrow, you shall be freed
forever from the Black Mill. | shall cancel its
brand with mine. | will make you - my son.
You shall be Prince Derek of Norlund.”
Kaarvor said. He stood and pushed the hatch
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open. Moonlight shone in. “Think on it,
Brother Derek. It is no small thing which |
offer you.”

He jumped up, caught the hatchway with
his hands and lifted himself through it with
the skill of a competent gymnast. A moment
later, the hatch was closed from above.

Now what do I do? Derek thought with a
sigh. To refuse him would be a terrible insult.
I already have a father. “I'm not so sure,” he
said lamely.

“Perhaps you should pray on it,” Simon
said.

—-0---

Derek stood at attention between the
lines of Sea Wolves. Peter and George held his
clothes, while Simon looked on
dispassionately. Kaarvor held a steel rod in a
red-hot brazier; its brand on the tip glowed
white hot.

“With this brand, | take you, Lord Derek,
of Valeton, as my Son and Heir.”

Derek held his right arm outwards at
shoulder height. He kept his face straight as
the brand hissed into his skin. He wanted to
cry out, scream, shit himself, but he stood
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relaxed and bore the pain. The brand was
withdrawn, and wet rag was thrown over the
third degree burn that scarred into his arm.
He knelt in front of Kaarvor and offered his
hands to him as if in prayer.

Kaarvor grasped him and pulled him
upright. He clasped Derek to him. “That was
incredibly brave of you,” he whispered into
Derek’s ear.

“Thank you, father,” Derek said.

“I give you, Prince Derek of Norlund!”
Kaarvor shouted. There were cheers, and the
men broke off to drink large quantities of beer.
Virtually untended, the Woden sailed
downstream in the current, with a land breeze
behind, and a small sea anchor to keep her
straight.

—-0---

Below deck, Derek groaned in agony as his
burn was dressed in ashes and honey, then
wrapped in a clean battle dressing. It was a
strange mixture, prescribed to show the brand
when it healed, yet with honey’s ability to cure
wounds and stop infection. Simon finished the
crepe bandage with a small metal catch hook.
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“Your father would have been proud of
you,” he said. “I doubt if I could have done
that.”

“You underestimate yourself,” Derek said.
“I should know.”

Simon hugged him. “You are my friend.”
He sat back and looked at Derek with surprise
— “And we are now of the same rank. “We are
royal princes together — That is marvelous,
Derek.”

“Yes — it is fine, but | need to sleep. | feel
strangely cold and sick. My arm throbs with
pain.”

They wrapped him up in his warm woolen
cloak, and left him to recover. Up on deck, the
3 boys moved to the bow where they could
enjoy some privacy.

“Brother Simon, do you really like Derek?”
Peter asked.

Simon shrugged. “I should hate him, |
suppose. He can be very cruel. In his black
moods, he can make Sea Wolves look like cubs
in comparison. Yet | do love him, for he is a
good fellow, and our Lord commands it. |
believe he truly repents of his past treatment
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of us. Therefore, we are bound to forgive him,
and to love him as our brother.”

“You truly explain it well, Brother Simon,
but what of us? You are far above our station.”
George asked. “We are only your servants.”

“There was a time — once — when I'd have
agreed with you, but now, | know Our Lord.
We are brothers in Christ, Jesus. That makes
us equals in the sight of God.”

“Father Clemens taught us, so we are all
brothers in the Holy Church,” Peter said.
“When we get home, will our parents
understand? And what of the People, they
worship false gods. Will they listen to us?”

“Our mission is to find and destroy the
rifles,” George said. “Keep that in mind, and
we can come back some other time to convert
the heathen.”

They sailed into Norgen as the sun began
to set. The wooden buildings were low, squat,
and with thatched roofs. Derek wondered if
there was an Inn, or if they would have to
sleep in a communal log hall. The town had
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grown since his captivity there four years ago.
He felt uneasy, for the sights, sounds and
smells awoke terrible memories that gnawed
at his stomach. As they were hitched to the
strong wooden wharf, he noticed that Saxon
slaves stood in patient lines, waiting to unload
the cargo. They were not chained, but each
wore an iron torc around his neck, and some
wore steel wristbands and anklets.

Simon placed a hand on his shoulder.
“Ignore it — we aren’t here to start a war over
slavery,” he counseled.

If we can teach them to mechanise, they
won’t need slaves, Derek thought, but he
realised that such a move would further
distort the time lines.

He looked at the low buildings alongside
the wharf. They were strong and highly
functional, with cobblestone roadways to
enable carts to move without bogging in the
ubiquitous mud. The houses lined along
streets that were no longer rough laneways,
but drained and mounded. Each house was in
its own yard, surrounded by a fence.

Kaarvor summoned a man on the wharf,
and the fellow ran off, returning with a
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mounted and armed warrior cloaked in fur. He
led six horses, saddled and ready for riders.

“Our rides,” Kaarvor said, grinning at
Derek.

“What about our horses?” Derek asked.

“They will be cared for. Besides — they
have just been on a sea journey. I'd give them
a day or so of rest before riding them. The
Jarl offers us welcome, and | suggest you join
me at his lodge.”

“Who is the Jarl?” Derek asked.

“Crown Prince Jorgensfeld. He is not of
my tribe, but comes from further East — near
the Inland Sea.”

Simon helped Peter mount, and then
swung himself up beside Derek. George took
position behind, absent mindedly placing his
hand on his holster and then taking the reins,
holding them lightly.

The air was pleasantly cool, and they rode
along the cobbled street to a large building set
back from the sea front on a small hill. It was
well lit with torches. Armed men with
helmets and fur cloaks stood guard around it.
They welcomed Kaarvor and Thorlin warmly,
and looked carefully at the boys as they
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dismounted. The horses were led off to the
stables, and Kaarvor ushered the boys inside.
As they entered, the warmth washed over
them in a wave of hot air, which smelled
strongly of human perspiration, cooking, and
strange scents. It was a heady atmosphere.
They were in a large smoky hall set about by
sleeping benches, a central fire, about twenty
men, women and children, as well as a few
rangy looking dogs.

Simon, Peter, and George smiled happily.
They felt right at home, but Derek took a few
minutes taking in the sights and sounds of the
Jarl's lodge, looking around uneasily at the
foreign scene. As a slave, he had spent all of
his time chained inside a rough shed until he
was moved to the Black Mill. This was a very
different view of Viking society.

“This is the common hall. We live in more
comfortable circumstances. Follow me,”
Kaarvor said, leading the way through a
curtained doorway into a long hallway. Derek
noted that the timber beams were carved, and
the wood varnished, so that it gleamed. There
was no dust on the wood — it was regularly
cleaned. Doorways lined the passage as if
there were rooms or apartments on each side.
The hallway ended in a smaller hall. At one
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end was a large coloured glass window on each
side of which were luxurious curtains. In front
of the window was a very large chair on a dais.
The walls were decorated with weapons,
shields, and mounted heads of animals —
bears, deer, and wolves.

This was Jorgensfeld's throne room — yet
it was not made to be overwhelming. To
Derek, it felt strangely homely — like an old
man’s trophy room. They stood in a group,
looking round at the rich rugs hanging on the
walls, the lanterns spilling their yellow light
and giving the deep brown wooden walls a
warm glow. To one side was a large fireplace
with glowing logs. Two guards entered and
held the curtain aside so that Jorgensfeld
could enter. He was tall, with blond hair and
a beard. Normally, the sight of a powerful
Viking warrior made Derek feel uneasy.
There was something about the expression on
his face that made him feel at ease.

Following Kaarvor’'s example, the boys
dropped gracefully to one knee, resting their
hands on the left knee and bowing their heads
respectfully.

“Please rise,” The Jarl said, seating
himself on his throne and adjusting the
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cushions for comfort. “A successful journey, my
prince?” he asked.

“Indeed, Sire. | have brought your cargo,
and also have four lads — clever boys, with
much to teach us. They are: Simon, their
leader, once known as Prince Korro — King
Vashon's son, Derek, Lord Valeton of
Ravenlock and son of Karlon, the Duke of
Ravenvale. The other two are Brother George
and Brother Peter, who travel with them.”

“I greet you all as honoured guests,”
Jorgensfeld said. “I know the vale fairly well,
having traveled the Raven River as a young
man.”

“I remember you,” Derek said. “l was
younger and much shorter. For me, it was a
very sad and painful time.”

“Many of us paid dearly for that — mistake.
We had no idea how important you were. To
us, you were a strange boy in stranger clothes
with odd items on your person and not
speaking our language. Sometimes things
happen which none of us control. You survived
the Black Mill. I was not here when your
father rescued you and destroyed the town. |
survived the siege of Ravenlock. Believe me,
Lord Derek; I have no wish to quarrel with you
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on any matter. On the contrary, | wish to
make a treaty with your Father, Lord Karlon,
so that we may all live in peace.”

“Your words are fine, and | am most
pleased with all that | hear. When | see my
father, I shall tell him of your kind welcome,
and your wish for a treaty.”

“Sire,” Simon said, drawing the electric
torch from beneath his robes, “We wish to give
you a fine present from the Duke. Itis a tiny
flame that burns strongly, and will light your
way better than any oil fuelled lamp.”

He handed it over via one of the
bodyguards. “Do not open it, for that will stop
it working. To turn it on, twist the back — so.
To turn it off, twist the back the other way.”

Jorgensfeld took the flashlight with
reverence and passed it to the other
bodyguard, who handed it gingerly to a
servant.

“We have heard of such wonders,” he said.
“We would honour you with a gift.”

“We search for a treasure, Sire,” Derek
said, “Ten rifles — thunder weapons — in a
wooden box about two cubits long and half a
cubit deep and high. We wish to return them
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to Duke Karlon, for they are very dangerous
items in the wrong hands.”

“I know your thunder weapons well, young
Derek. Many men would seek their power.”

“They would be foolish. The weapons are to
protect the Raven Vale only. They are not for
the wider world. Consider this — in war, men
march one on one and to the victor goes the
spoils. When Castle Ravenlock was besieged,
the commanders of the battle died before it
began. No man could draw his sword before
his death. For us, it was a matter of survival.
A mighty host surrounded us. We destroyed
that host — not with hatred, but because it was
a threat to us. Our dearest wish is to be left
alone to live in peace.”

“I understand,” The Jarl said. “I was there,
but left the command tent for a while. When |
returned, it was all over. Some weapons are
for the Gods alone. They are not for man.
Should I find any, they will be returned to
you.”

—-0---

The food was good, and the wines rich and
strong. Derek resisted becoming intoxicated,
but soon realised he was as drunk as he had
ever been. The Jarl knew how to throw a good
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party. He remembered being introduced all
round. Kaarvor introduced him to a swathe of
young ladies, and he danced with most of
them. Simon also enjoyed himself. George
and Peter fared as well, although Peter was
soon racing about outside with a boisterous
group of boys.

Derek woke slowly, suddenly aware that it
was day, and he had a thumping headache.
He was on a soft bed spread with skins,
covered with furs, and so comfortable that he
could lie there for a week. George was sitting
on a bed across the room. He looked tired and
glum.

“Awake at last, Brother Derek. Simon is
up. The privy is down the hall on your Right.”

“Aargh. What a night. My head is
thumping, and my tongue feels like sand.”

George poured some water from a jug into
a glass and brought it over to him. He sat on
the bed and watched as Derek drank it.

“Thanks, brother, Derek said gratefully.
“Where are Simon and Peter?”

“I think Simon is finding a place to wash
and then intends to look for food. Peter is
somewhere with his new found playmates, |
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suspect. Our packs have been brought from
the ship. They didn’'t bring the cross — seems
it's an evil omen here.”

“Leave it on the boat,” Derek said. “It will
be safe there. Could you see if you can find
Peter? We should stay together if possible.”
George departed on the errand. Derek groaned
and placed his feet on the floor. He stood and
allowed his shirt to fall around his knees.
Yawning, he reached over his shoulders and
pulled it off over his head, then flung it on the
floor. The bandage on his right arm looked
stained, and he fiddled with the bindings and
pulled it off. His arm was red and white from
the pressure of the bandage, but the recent
burn looked clean. There was no sign of
infection.

He took up his pack, and then rummaged
through it for clean underwear and a fresh
shirt. His gaze fell on the side table, where
four automatic pistols in their holsters were
lined up with their leather belts. Likewise, the
wall, with their swords neatly piled, their sets
of plasteel armour. Anyone could have taken
them during the night. The Vikings were
notoriously honest with their guests’
belongings. A man could sleep with the biggest
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diamond in the world at his side, and in his
hosts house, he would be totally safe.

There was a noise at the door, and Simon
entered. He was grinning. “Awake at last,” he
said with a laugh.

Derek adjusted his leather belt around his
waist and smoothed the closed placket front of
his shirt, which he let hang over his canvas
trousers. He rolled his collar back so that it
looked tidy. “Everyone knows who we are, so
it's not worth disguising ourselves. Besides,
the monastic robes can become prickly after a
while. I'll leave my sword here.”

“I'll make arrangements for our clothes to
be washed,” Simon said. “Kaarvor’s gone
down to the boat to supervise the loading of
cargo. | think Peter went with him.”

“Think?”

“Know. | told Peter to look around for the
rifles. If they're still on the boat, they'll be
taking them back to their homeland. If
they've offloaded them, they’ll be in a shed
somewhere, and that means they intend to use
them locally.”

“He’s only a little boy. It's a very
dangerous job - spying.”
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“Nobody cares about little boys — they get
everywhere. Stop worrying,” Simon advised.

—-0---

Derek ate from the common pot. He
wasn't sure of the time, but gauged that it was
mid afternoon. Simon and George went to the
stables for the horses. The Vikings were
affable, but by the main ignored them. Of
Jorgensfeld and his wolf men, there was no
sign.

George brought their four horses to the
front of the house, and a couple of the men
watched them with amusement as they
mounted. The men were enjoying an
afternoon ale, and were affable to light
conversation. They asked where the boys were
going.

“To the wharves to see if we can find
Kaarvor. Our young companion is with him.”
Derek said.

“Some of our young women are very
beautiful, Young Sir,” one of them said. “You
would be considered a fine catch, as a prince.”

“The adopted son of Prince Kaarvor would
be a very fine match, indeed,” the other
agreed. As the boys trotted from the
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compound, leading a spare horse for peter, the
men raised their hands in a friendly wave.

“They seem friendly enough,” Simon said.
“Yes, very friendly,” Derek agreed.

They rode down the hill in silence. There
were few people on the road, and the town was
quiet, but not deserted. Many of the Vikings
were tending their herds or working in the
fields around the town. There was an inn, and
a blacksmith’s shop. A lane leading from one
side of the road was the scene of a market —
not particularly busy, but several people
wandered around purchasing various items.

At last they reached the port area.
Warehouses blocked their view of the wharves,
and they rode down a narrow lane between
two large sheds to where the Woden was
moored. As they rode off the cobbled road onto
the wooden decking they realised that the ship
had gone.

“Tell me, Brother Simon, why am | not
surprised?” Derek asked.

“Jorgensfeld was going to give the rifles
back,” Simon said. Honour would have forced
him to fulfill his promise. So Kaarvor sailed
away with them. Simple.”

236



RAVENLOCK

“And Brother Peter?”

“I presume they took him with them,”
Simon answered. They dismounted and tied
their horses to a rail. George stayed with
them while the two older boys walked along
the wharves. The workers were busy in the
sheds, loading carts, unloading others. They
ignored them unless they were questioned.
None of them had seen a small boy on the
Woden, although they had taken part in
loading it, and had seen it leave on the turn of
the tide.

One of the sheds was closed, sealed fast.
As they walked towards it, Derek noticed that
the babble of sounds from the workers had
stopped. He turned around briefly. Everyone
on the wharf had stopped whatever they were
doing, and looked at them.

Derek looked at the chain and the heavy
cast iron lock sealing the door. “Stand back,”
he said, drawing his automatic. The lock
shattered at the impact of the high-powered
slug. “Thank the Gods for cast iron.”

They opened the door and walked in. At
the other end of the long shed was a crucifix.
It was perfectly made of white timber. Peter
had been nailed to it. He hung on it naked,
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and bleeding from shocking body wounds. As
they approached, he screamed.

“At least, he's alive,” Simon said, as they
reached him.

Getting him down was a problem. They
had no tools. Finally, Derek fired a burst into
the base of the cross, and they pushed it over.
It took them a while to cut through the nails
using the hacksaw component of Derek’s knife.
It was able to cope, but hadn’t been designed
for such use. Peter whimpered as Simon
examined him closely.

“It looks as if he's been beaten up. They
didn’'t intend to Kill him. They wanted him to
die slowly.”

“Internal injuries. We've got company.”
Derek said, looking at the door, which now had
gathered quite an audience. “Hostile, or just
curious | wonder.”

“No swords, and they're not stoning us.”
Simon said. “I'll see if we can get a cart.”

He walked to the door and held out some
coins. “My friend is injured. | need a cart to
transport him back to the Jarl.”

Surprisingly, the crowd was cooperative.
He realised that they were mostly churls and
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former slaves. None of the noble class had
remained after their attempt at execution, and
the warriors did not feel it necessary to
supervise the wharves. The cart appeared,
and it was padded with straw and bags. Peter
was lifted gently into the back of the cart.

“Derek — | saw the rifles. | opened the box
before they saw me. Then someone came down
into the hold. I got to the cross before they got
to me. Sorry. I'm so sorry.”

“Don’t worry, Peter. I've got a surgical
pack in my baggage. We've just got to get you
back to the Jarl's hall. Lie still.”

They hitched two horses to the cart and led
the others behind. Two of the churls came
with them, guiding the horses along the
streets and up the hill. Simon paid them well,
so they were quite cheerful about it. The cart
was halfway up the hill as the sun began to
set. Suddenly, another sun appeared to the
East far out over the sea.

“I did it,” Peter said dreamily before
lapsing once more into unconsciousness. “I set
the timer.”

A low rumbling noise, as distant thunder,
reached their ears a few minutes later. At the
Jarl’s hall, Peter was taken into the care of the
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servants. Derek used two vials of the red
antibiotic, injecting both into Peter’s thighs.
They packed sandbags around him, and kept
his body as still as possible.

“With any luck, the internal bleeding will
stop,” Derek said. “Feed him fluids, soup, and
plenty of water, but don’t let him move about.”

“How is that so?” Simon asked.

“Given rest, the wounds inside his body
have the chance to heal. | can’t do surgery on
him. If he survives the next four or five days,
he will live.”

“And the explosion?” Simon asked.
“The cross contained a low yield bomb.”

“Nobody told me. Peter knew, you knew,
and presumably, George knew. Why wasn't |
told about it?”

“I thought you did know. Surely Karlon
told you. He told all of us in our private
briefings. Look, Simon — nobody meant to
leave you out of it. It must have been a slip-

up.”
“I trust you are right,” Simon said. “We

were in something of a hurry to leave. It was —
as you have explained, a slip-up.”
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He said it in such a toneless, unemotional
way, that shivers went up and down Derek’s
back.

“Simon, the last thing I would want is any
element of distrust between us. I'm sure it was
an oversight.”

“You know, that damned cross was so
heavy.”

“I know. We sacrificed a good battery to
get the Plutonium. It's much heavier than
lead, you know.”

Derek drew a chair alongside Peter’s bed.
He had the first watch.

___(*)___
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9
The Writ of the King

From the ridge above Shillington, Sir
Bolton, the Captain of The King's Cavalry
could see the valley below, laid out peacefully
like a maiden’s tapestry. The little village,
with its small, white-painted cottages,
thatched roofs, flourmill, and neatly set fields
was a picture of rural tranquility.

Yet the Captain was worried. Some things
were not right. There was a metal tower in a
field, with a lance like point at the top. A line
of tall poles marched away from the town
towards the East, running alongside a road
that was unlike anything he had seen before.
Not even the Romans could have made such a
road. It was wide, gently curved, and bounded
by neat ditches.

Even so, he had his orders. Somewhere in
that village was a boy who had lately come
from Ravenlock. Sir Bolton’s orders were, to
capture him at any cost. The King needed to
find out more about that cursed valley, for it
defied him. It wasn't so much that Lord
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Karlon was rude that irritated the king. It
was his arrogance. He took the title of Lord
Ravenvale without returning any fealty.
Karlon had never sworn homage to His
Majesty.

“Shall we attack them, Sir?” asked Limner,
his lieutenant.

“They know we're here,” Bolton said. “This
is a time for deceit, not valor. Fly the
pennants, and trot ahead to announce us,
Limner. We shall stay here as a traveling
company.”

“Take them by surprise, Sir?”

“That comes later.” Bolton said, frustrated
at his second’s dimness. “For the moment, we
are gentlemen in company.”

“A rather large company, Sir.”

Sir Bolton addressed the mounted soldiers.
“We mean these people no harm. Drink
lightly, and leave the wenches be. Act
friendly. Take any insult as a joke, and
guarrel with no man. Our business here must
be a secret. We shall move on them at first
light, when their guard is down.”

With a wave of his hand, he directed his
men to proceed in order to the small town.
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They approached it in column, as if they had
all the time in the world. An alarm sounded.
A triangle of steel was being belted soundly
and rapidly. Sir Bolton noted that a handful of
men ran from the houses and formed up in
ranks before their manor house. They
assembled quickly, lined up, and were smart
in their movements. They were well trained.

“Home town militia,” he said. “Count them
Limner.”

“Sixteen,” Limner said. “But they carry
thunder weapons, and four of them attend a
larger version.”

“Column will come to the Halt!” Sir Bolton
shouted. The men reined their mounts to stop.
“Come with me, Limner.”

Beneath a white pennant, the two men
rode casually towards the footmen, who had
dropped to one knee and were ready to fire.

“Who goes there?” One of the militia
called.

“Sir Bolton, and Sir Limner of His
Majesty’s First Cavalry. We are heading
north to relieve our garrisons before winter
closes the paths. The treaty between Our
Royal Majesty and Lord Karlon of Ravenvale
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gives us permission to traverse the vale for
this purpose.” Bolton declaimed. “However,
we are weary, and would rest overnight. You
have a mill, so we presume you have bread
available, and perhaps, beer. We shall pay
you well.”

“Your answer is fair, Sir Knight. My name
is John Caldor, watchman of this village.
There is little room at the Inn for such a large
party, but the weather is still warm. Have you
tents for a camp?”

“Indeed. We come prepared.”

“May | suggest the field afore the church.
It will easily hold your tents, and it is well
fenced so that your horses will be secure.”

Sir Bolton smiled. The fellow was being
most affable and helpful. “Thank you, John
Caldor. May I also purchase a roasting
portion for our meat? Say, half a young bull,
or a ram?”

“l daresay, Sir Bolton. I shall negotiate for
it with the Inn-keeper.”

Bolton slid off his horse and handed the
reins to Limner. Leaving his broad sword
swinging at the saddle, he gave instructions to
his second.
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“I shall leave it to you to set up camp. Get
the men busy. See it is well placed. | shall
accompany the good John Caldor to the Inn
and make my payments and introductions to
the local authorities.”

So saying, he walked unarmed and smiling
into the midst of the militia assembly.

“Stand down, Men.” John said. His voice
was deep and rang with authority. The men
rose, shouldered their rifles, and broke off,
heading back to their houses.

“Your defense force is not large. | would
have thought it would be bigger — with more of
your young men armed.”

“Our forces are adequate,” John said. “We
are not near the river, so slavers and pirates
are not a problem. The Sea dogs leave us
strictly alone, now that Lord Derek is their
Thane. With Ravenlock at its center, the
whole valley is at peace.”

-0

Karlon received news of Sir Bolton’s
arrival in Shillington within minutes of the
alarm being sounded. He had returned from
Dogley that very morning, and was still
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wearing his plasteel armor. He wasted no time
in summoning the council.

“He should have come through the
Southern Pass and approached Valeton. The
roadway is clear enough. Why did he veer
eastward?” Lord Borros mused.

“Is Shillington so important?” Gorg asked.
He was not really a member of the council,
being too young, but Karlon tolerated the
presence of the two Viking boys.

“For my plans, it is vital. That is why I
established it.” Karlon said. He didn't add
that he had had Shillington built across the
path that led to the Templon. “The last thing |
want is for the King or his clowns to notice
what is going on down there. They could run
serious interference.”

“Gorg and I could ride down there and sus
things out,” Petron said. “Derek and Korro are
still at Vikings’ Dene with Istell. They'd take
a week to get back here.”

“It'd take you a week to get to Shillington,”
Karlon said.

“Unless,” Petron said quietly, lifting his
right eyebrow up in his favorite gesture.
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“You want to use the motorbikes.” Karlon
said, realizing that he was being “had”. He
thought about it. The boys made excellent
spies. Both were loyal and competent.

“Hide the bikes well out of sight of the
village. Approach it on foot, and remember,
you're Brother Peter, and Brother George.” He
said.

“YES!” Peter and George exclaimed
together, bouncing their hands off each other
in a “gimme 5” gesture.

“Be ready to leave within the hour. We
shall prepare packs for both of you,” Karlon
said.

The boys dressed in plasteel armor over
soft, warm tracksuits. Their helmets hid their
faces, and the warm woolen monks gowns
completed their disguise. Karlon insisted that
they wear titanium-steel bracelets on their
wrists for identification. A highly compressed
alloy, it made the bracelets virtually
indestructible. Mounted in the Watch position
was Karlon’s badge — a black raven on pale
blue background.

“When you get there, find young Thomas
Badger. He’s about your age. He’s one of our
apprentices — a certified tech. You can tell him
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anything — he knows the heart of Ravenlock
and keeps its secrets well,” Karlon said.

He watched the two boys ride their
motorcycles down the access road towards
Valeton. Tiny clouds of dust billowed behind
them, but the dust soon settled. Karlon was
listening to the sound of the motorcycles. He
had tuned the plasma motors to a whisper and
they sounded hardly above a purr, but
different, nevertheless. He expected no
trouble within the vale. The bracelets ensured
that, but outside the shire, in the pre-medieval
world, almost anything could happen.

George led the way through Valeton. They
kept to the back roads so as not to create too
much of a spectacle amongst the crowds, who
would be attending the weekly market. They
reached a back gate to the town, unchallenged.
The militia at the gate looked with curiosity at
the boys on their strange vehicles. George
pulled his left sleeve up, revealing his plasteel
armor and the wrist bracelet with Karlon’s
badge.

The sentry came to attention and signaled
for the gate to open. He knew better than to
enquire after Lord Karlon’s business. Peter,
who was riding a few meters behind, patted
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his belt holster for the re-assuring feel of his
maglev automatic.

It was an honor to own such a magnificent
weapon, and a grave responsibility. The
Maglev was isomorphic — only he or George
could use it. The weapon was intelligent, self-
aiming, indestructible, and devastatingly
powerful. It gave him the personal firepower of
a military platoon.

Out of view of the gate, the boys opened
their motorcycles engines to full power.
Sensors built into the frame analyzed the
road, warning of soft earth, sand, gravel, or
mud. They would be in the town of Shillington
within hours.

-0

Tom Badger had been attending to his
Mother’s onion garden to one side of the Inn,
which she owned, when the King’s soldiers
arrived. He looked up briefly as they passed,
noting the three columns of twelve horsemen,
led by a sergeant, and an officer to the front.
Forty men.

Sir Bolton, in the company of John Caldor,
approached. John was affable.

“Is your good mother about?” he asked.
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“She’s inside the Inn,” Tom said. “For |
haven't seen her going out. If she’s not out,
then she must be in the Inn.”

John smiled. “You've got a lovely pair of
small ears I'd love to box and put you in your
place, Tom Badger.” He turned to Sir Bolton.
“One thing they do teach the young'ns at that
crazy castle is how to be insolent,”

Sir Bolton’s ears pricked up immediately.
His quarry was almost within hands grasp.
He looked keenly at the boy, noticing his thin
frame, fine head and strawberry-blonde hair.

“Crazy castle? You must mean Ravenlock.
The boy attends?”

“He’s a sharp lad. Lord Karlon chose him
personally. We're sending four children to
Ravenlock next year. Most of our young’'ns
attend the church school.”

“In Londinium, we have been told that
Lord Karlon eats children, or uses them in
gross satanic rites.”

“Bear such tales no head, Sir Bolton. The
children love schooling at Ravenlock. They are
well fed, clothed, cared for. As for satanic
rites, there’s no man more holy than the good
lord of the vale. From his own pocket, he
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sends missionaries to all parts of this realm to
convert the heathen to Our Lord. Why, only
last year his Son and three young monks
converted Viking's Dene to our East. Lord
Derek, despite his youth, is now Thane of that
realm.”

They entered the Inn — finding themselves
in the large front room all set about with
tables for the customers use. A large,
powerfully built woman dominated a counter
set across the far end. From there, she
commanded two younger women who served
the customers.

“Mary Badger — We have the company of
His Majesty’'s Cavalry. Forty, all told. There
are too many to sleep here, so they’'re camping
in the Priest’'s Horse-paddock. Their officers
want two rooms, board, and drink for tonight.”

“That will be sixpence, the officers will cost
twenty pennies each.” Mary said. She turned
to the maids. “Bridget and Celina, Attend the
top rooms for two gentlemen, prepare the beds
with fresh linen, provide pails of water, and
get Tom to help fill the hearths. Mind you, the
weather is unseasonably warm.”

“Indeed it is, my good Landlady. My
second should attend us shortly. | trust your
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ale is good, for we are fair judges of country
brew.” He turned to John and tried to press a
shilling into his hand. At first, John
protested, but seeing that Sir Bolton was not
attempting to patronize him, but meant the
gesture in friendship, he concurred and
pocketed the coin.

“If 1 need you, I'll send for you, good John,”

Sir Bolton said, placing his hand firmly, but
kindly on the man’s shoulder and indicating
the front door. John smiled; half inclined his
head, and left. He had hoped to be invited to
share ale with the knight, or even partake of
tea. He realized that — considering their
differences in station — such an idea was
fantasy.

—-0---

A few minutes before, Celina had
knocked on his bedroom door, saying that the
visitor wished to see him. Tom had been
taught the need for good personal hygiene. He
washed himself in the basin, dried, and put on
a clean shirt, breeches, and hose. Thus attired,
he walked downstairs, to where Sir Bolton sat
with Sir Limner, his Lieutenant.
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Tom knew his manners. He walked up to
the table and bowed low, placing his right
hand across his stomach as he did so.

“Please excuse me, Sirs. | was told to
attend you. My name is Thomas Badger.”

“Ah. The cheeky onion boy. Yet your
manners are correct. Well done. Please be
seated.”

Bolton indicated the unused chair opposite.
“I am told that you attend school at
Ravenlock.”

“That is so, Sire. My father died recently,
of palsy, and My Lord Karlon thought I should
return in order to help my mother.

“Can you read?”

“Yes, Sir. Latin, Greek, Norse. Lord
Karlon is trying to write the local language,
but it changes so much that I find it hard to
follow at times.”

“You read and write Latin? That is good,
for Neither of us read, or write. | desire to
communicate with The King, and was
wondering if you would act as my scribe. He
wants to know where we are, what we are
doing, and so on. Could you do that for me?”
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“Of course, Sir. The skills of penmanship
are taught thoroughly at Ravenlock. Do you
wish it done now, or later perhaps?”

“Now would be a good time. After my
evening meal, and with several good rounds of
ale, my Latin might become somewhat rough
at the edges, if you take my drift. Have you
parchment, pens, and ink?”

“I shall get them, Sir. Ravenlock provides
us with a handsome leather case for
penmanship. It will take but a moment.” Tom
rose, bowed quickly, and headed for his room
to get his writing case.

“A keen lad. Limner. He'd be worth
recruiting given a year or two. You know,
these valley people are not so bad. I'm inclined
to believe Our Sovereign has been the victim
of tellers of tall tales.”

“Even the poles, the steel tower, and the
road? Are they tales?” Limner asked.

“The road appears to have been built to
move something, which is very heavy. The
poles lift a thin cord, of metal, high above the
ground. The tower has such a cord, which runs
down to a cottage on the main road.” He
thought for a few minutes. “It's a signaling
device.”

255



RAVENLOCK

There was a silence in the room, and
Limner looked to see two hooded monks enter.
He saw enough of their faces to realize they
were very young. The boys approached the
serving counter and shrugged themselves
easily onto a couple of barstools.

“You're young to be on the road,” Mary
Badger said.

“The holy church is open to all, good
Mother Badger. | am Brother Peter, and this
is Brother George — from Valeton. We wish a
room if you have one spare, and victuals for
the night.”

Mother Badger was tempted to send the
boys to the stable with some fresh straw, but
Brother Peter slid enough of his left sleeve up
his arm to reveal the bracelet holding Karlon’s
sigil.

“Sir Bolton has the two upstairs rooms.
There’s a small room, which overlooks the
courtyard beneath the ceiling. It can be
reached through the Kkitchen.”

“That should do nicely, Mother.”

“Celina, prepare the bed in the loft for the
brothers Peter and George. They shall stay
overnight.”
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At the other end of the room, Sir Bolton
took notice of the boys. “By their build and
hair, they are Norsemen, not Saxons,” he said.

“Spies?” Limner suggested.

“Possibly, but unlikely. Get closer, and
look harder,” Sir Bolton said.

Limner nodded and made his way to the
counter. He moved next to the two boys, but
ignored them. “Have you any barley bread,
Mother? Sir Bolton is partial to it.”

I do have some in my own Kitchen. Hang
on and I'll get Tom to bring it you,” she said.
“Anything else?”

“You cook well. The mutton was excellent.
Sir Bolton asked me to mention that.”
“He is most kind. We do our best.”

Limner had moved over towards the boys,
slowly, until his side was in full contact with
George, who looked up at him.

“Excuse me, Sir,” George said.

Limner turned to look at him. “Why,
excuse me,” he said. “Where are you from,
Boy?”

“I am Brother George, Sir. From Valeton.
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“And — before that?”

Tom appeared from behind them and
placed his hands on their shoulders. “I can
vouch for them, Sir. For we spent much time
together learning Greek and Latin.” He said,
producing a roll of bread from his cloak.
“Barley bread, Sir. As you requested.”

“Youthful monks, of Viking blood, wearing
armour, and bearing thunder weapons are
indeed in need of references.”

Peter stepped back and faced the knight.

“Youthful monks traveling alone, or in
company with one another are the safer for it.
These are unquiet times, Sir. We are cautious,
that is all.”

“The King's law pervades all his realms,
and brings peace. Have you sworn fealty to
Lord Ravenvale?”

“Of course,” Peter said, “and through him
to our King. Regardless of our birth, we are
His Majesty’s most loyal subjects.”

“Join us at table, then. We have fine meat,
good bread, and ale. The presence of two holy
and devout young fellows would be welcomed.”

Peter and George looked at each other.
George shrugged. It was unexpected, but
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there was no good reason to refuse, not
without running the risk of offending the
knights.

“We thank you, Sirs. Perhaps we can
entertain you with tall tales and songs of the
vale.”

“Tales of the Vale would indeed be —
interesting,” Limner said. He turned away
from them and returned to Sir Bolton with the
loaf of bread.

“Tom, do us a favour, and tell them as
little as possible about us. We cannot hope to
satisfy their curiosity, and any discussion of
science could be taken as witchery.”

“l understand,” he said. “He has a whole
army — enough to lay siege to Ravenlock.”

“That would be difficult, but he might try
it.” Peter said. “His troops show no sign of
hostility to the locals. Come on. We should
join their table lest they get impatient.”

They were seated across the table from Sir
Bolton and Sir Limner. Tom sat next to Sir
Bolton and placed his leather writing Kit on
the floor behind his stool. Two pages, Alden
and Francis had joined the group. They
brought bottles of red wine from their field
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camp, and seven goblets — crystal glasses
ornamented with silver.

“Fine wine should always be served in the
best glasses,” Sir Bolton said, filling the boys’
cups nearly to the brim. “To his majesty. May
he live long and may his realm be always
prosperous.”

“His Majesty!” the others said, saluting
with their glasses, and emptying them with a
quick gulp. Peter and George followed suit.
The wine was rich, fruity, and sweet.

A couple of toasts later, George noticed
that the room was swaying, voices were
becoming blurred, and he was feeling
decidedly dizzy, albeit in a pleasant sort of
way. He looked at Peter, who had loosened his
woolen tunic collar, and was enjoying himself
hugely. His memory of future events that
evening was lost in the mists of an alcoholic
fugue. The boys had been caught well off
guard.

O

The rattling of the cart woke Peter first.
He tried to sit up, but found his hands and feet
were thoroughly tied together behind his back.
He looked around and made out the figures of
George and Tom, similarly bound, lying on the

260



RAVENLOCK

floor of the cart. Most of their clothes, except
their canvas breeches, had been removed. He
moved his head to look out, but was struck
across the back of the head, not by human
hands, but by the biggest headache he had
ever suffered.

“Ohhhhhhhh!” he groaned.

“So — you're awake,” George said from
where he lay on the floor.

“I feel terrible,” peter said. “My hands are
on fire. They're tied far too tightly.”

“Mine too. I'll bet they've done it on
purpose. Keeps the prisoner guessing.”

Peter managed to get beside George. It
wasn’'t a comfortable process, but he managed,
by wriggling about, to get himself close enough
to George to examine the boy’s hands.

“Your hands are swelling a bit.”

“Thanks. Have they removed the bracelet?
“No, but they've tried. It's turned red.”
“Good. Ravenlock knows we're in trouble.”
“Do you know where we are?” Peter asked.

“Heading South East, by the Sun.”
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“That’s returning the way they came. It
doesn't make sense. They come all that way,
capture us, and head back again.”

“Looks like they've gained their objective.
They didn’t want to head north. They wanted
Tom. It looks like they got him - and us,”
George said.

“But why?” Peter asked. “What good is he
to anyone?”

“He knows a lot about Ravenlock. They'll
try to get it out of him.”

While the cart rumbled on its way, there
was little the two boys could do, but lie on
their sides, resting their heads on each other’s
legs. Tom woke, crying. He had never
suffered in any way before, and the indignity
of being captured and being trussed like a hog
with tight cords was painful and frightening.
With a little coaxing, he managed to wriggle
across and join the other boys.

The cart stopped.

Limner looked over the tailgate. “So, you're
awake,” he said.

“The ties are cutting us, and we are very
thirsty,” Peter said.
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“We do not have luxury accommodation,”
Limner said.

“We are ordained Brothers of the Cross,”
George said. The church is immune from
prosecution. Pray, do not make things worse
for yourself.”

“Oh, I am scared,” the knight said. “Pray
for water. The good Lord might provide you
with some.” He walked away, leaving the three
boys to their discomfort.

“That could have gone better,” Peter said.
“I guess this is a rest stop.”

A common soldier appeared with a jug and
cup.

“You can have two cups of water each,” he
said.

Carefully, he poured water into the cup,
lifted their heads, one by one, and let them
drink. He was surprisingly gentle.

“Thank you, Good Sir,” Peter said. “We
shall pray for you.”

“Sir, if we must be your prisoners, could
you not restrain us in irons, rather than these
cords, for they are very tight and our limbs are
most painful?” George asked.
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The soldier looked at their hands, now
swollen and darkening in colour. “I'll see what
I can do,” he said. “We usually carry irons.
Three sets, eh?”

Not long after, the cart started again.
Their stop had been a short one, for a meal
break, or to repair some item. As they could
not see through the side boards, the boys had
no idea of their station, but the boughs of trees
could be discerned passing overhead,
indicating that the track was through forest,
and they were moving upwards.

At their next stop, the tailgate was
dropped, and soldiers dragged the boys to the
rear of the cart. A swift knife stroke severed
their binding cords, and their hands and feet
were free. The situation was not to last,
however, as an iron Last was placed on the
cart. The soldier handed them their woolen
jerkins, telling them to put them on, as this
would not be possible once they were ironed.
He wasted little time securing the boys.

Their wrists were set in irons linked by a
heavy chain. This time, their hands were at
the front. In a few moments, their feet were
tethered in heavy shackles.
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“I've seen a man’s arms rot off from being
tightly tied,” the soldier said. “I told his
Lordship that if we’'d gone to all the trouble to
get you, least we could do is deliver you alive.”

“Deliver us to
whom, Sir,” Peter
asked, taking the
opportunity to
stretch himself
out by standing
next to the cart.

“Why, the
King, of course,”

“Thank you,
good sir. We
would pray for you, as you are a kindly fellow,
but would know your name.”

“l am called ‘Alfson’, which means ‘The Son
of Alf’ if you take my meaning.”

“Then thank you, good Alfson, for your
attendance to us. It is hardly luxury, but we
are better for your help.”

“Most prisoners curse and swear at us.
You are most polite. I'll leave the cup, and a
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barrel of water. You'll not jump off and run far
in those,” he said.

Once more the boys were left to their own
devices as the cart resumed its journey. With
the tailgate down, the boys saw that they were
being followed by a large troop of mounted
cavalry in chain mail and leather armour.
Their hands began to return to a more healthy
state and they could massage them so that the
pain, swelling and discoloration subsided.
With time, they arranged themselves against
the sideboards and were able to doze if not
sleep.

The effect of the drugged wine wore off
during the afternoon, and they were soon
feeling clear headed.

—-0---

Karlon stood on the parapet of Ravenlock
Castle, looking over the Southern Vale. “Much
damage done?” he asked.

“The telegraph wires were cut, but they
couldn’t shut down radio communication,”
Lady Istan said. She held his elbow close to
her for his comfort, as well as her own. “The
main problem is, that they got the boys. | do
hope they are safe.”
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“We've kept control over the Vale for so
long. There isn't really anything to travel
outside of it, but by conventional means.
Fortunately, they had the sense to hide the
motorcycles. Easy for us to find them with
their homing devices. They didn’t attack the
village.

John is tailing them, but he has to keep
back out of sight. They leave a group of
soldiers behind them, in order to take out
anyone trailing them. Fortunately, John is
awake to that trick. They don't know about
infrared field glasses, so they are easy to see.
I've let Derek know what has happened.”

“My Lord, You are thinking aloud,” Istan
said.

—-0---

The old Roman fortress was on the banks
of a swiftly running stream several hundred
meters across. Its battlements were manned,
and its troops were well trained and efficient.
A road ran through the fort, from North to
South. George, Peter, and Thomas were taken
to a solid prison constructed of stone blocks,
mortared with cement. At first, they were
held in a cell, but this state of affairs didn’t
last long. The boys were ordered out, and
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taken to a large room. One look at the
implements filled them with terror. Itwas a
torture dungeon.

A large man dressed in stinking rags with
rotten teeth approached them. He held a set
of pincers in his right hand. With deft
efficiency, he removed their manacles. The
boys stood in a group, rubbing their sore
wrists. Then Peter was held firmly, and his
hands were tied together behind his back.

The end of the rope was thrown over a
beam, and he was hoisted into the air. He
screamed as his shoulders were pulled
viciously backwards, supporting the whole
weight of his body.

“Aargh! Stop! It hurts!” he screamed.

George and Thomas watched helplessly as
the guards balled their fists and punched the
hanging boy in his stomach. Peter, now
winded, stopped screaming and vomited onto
the floor. He was trying to take a breath, but
he turned blue and wriggled for a moment
before sagging unconscious.

“Bastards!” George screamed at the men.
One of them turned to him with a large smile
on his face.
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“You're next,” he said, picking up a length
of rope. George’s hands were tied behind his
back, and he was pushed against a post. A
couple of turns of the rope around the post
secured him against it, He was held upright
with a rope around his neck.

“Sleep in that,” the man said.

George realised that if he did fall asleep,
he would fall forward, pulling the neck rope
tight. He would be strangled.

Thomas had ropes attached to his wrists,
and he was stretched between two upright
poles.

“I hope you are all comfortable,” the
torturer said. The men withdrew, leaving the
boys alone to their torments.

“Why are they doing this?” Thomas asked
miserably.

“They’re softening us up,” George said.

Peter shook his head and groaned.

“Peter. Are you all right?” Thomas asked.

“No,” Peter said thickly. “I feel terrible.”
--0---
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From where he stood on the bank of the
river, John was able to see the Roman fort
with its buildings standing above the stone
wall. He knew where the boys had been
taken, but wasn't sure he would be able to do
anything for them.

Londinium was a large, pre-medieval
town. His best hope would be to enter it with
the local peasants during market day. He
hoped the boys would be able to hold out
against any torture they might be undergoing
until then.

___(*)___
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10.

The Final Battle

“Wehha holds the ruins of Londinium at
the moment. There’s not much there, really,”
Karlon said. “His son is busy campaigning to
the South. That leaves it open to a general
assault.”

“You're thinking of attacking in force?”
Derek asked.

“More of a surgical strike, really. The city
will be buried in a couple of hundred years,
anyway. Ethelred will rebuild it. Some bits of
the wall will remain, and the little temple.”

“Glad we know our history,” the boy said.
“And our little river valley gets drowned.”

“The sea is rising. The Wash will
overwhelm it. We won't be here. I've
arranged for the men to get the Templon. We
can finalise the repairs better if it's here.”

“Do you think Tom’s still alive?” Derek
asked.
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“He was taken so he can give them
information. Dead people can’t tell much, so
he’s probably alive. | don’'t know about George
or Peter. Wehha is still a Pagan.”

“The boys are tough. They may even get a
chance to convert the Saxons to Christianity,”

“Maybe, Son. | hope so. | really hope they
are safe.” Karlon said, without much
conviction.

-0

In the dungeon, the boys were learning
that torture didn’t have to be subtle. The
guards didn’t pull their fingernails out, or drill
into their teeth. They merely belted into them
on painful places with wooden clubs. They
took their time and did it slowly, allowing the
full effect of each blow to be felt before giving
the next. When the boys became unconscious,
they stopped, poured water over them to
revive them, and then started hitting them
again. They were careful not to strike their
heads, or damage the soft areas of the torso,
but knees, elbows, ankles, and shoulder blades
were fair game. The slow blows didn’t break
their bones, but each one delivered terrible
pain.
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Suddenly, the punishment stopped. A tall
man entered the dungeon and walked over to
Petron, lifting his head so the boy could look
into his eyes.

“They have had enough. Untie them and
confine them in the cells. We want their
information, not their death. That comes later
on the stake, when we burn them.”

“Yes, Sire,” one of their tormentors said.
”As you command.”

—-0---

John Calder managed a small stall of
market goods, mostly fish that he purchased
each morning from men who caught them off
the Thames bank. He was set up at the
junction of the roads which led to Newgate and
Cripplegate. It had taken him a few days to
purchase the position from an older man who
was feeling his age. The best part of the deal
was that he had a good view of the old Roman
Fort that served as the King's quarters.

Londinium had decayed since the Romans
left, but the area within the walls formed a
neat market town. The walls were in good
repair, and the Thames River made a strong
Southern barrier. The old Roman bridge was
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intact. He’d managed to enter the Fort with
the excuse of delivering fish to the cooks.

There was no way he could pull off a one
man rescue of the boys, but he listened
carefully to the guard’s gossip. The
youngsters were being held in the fort's
dungeons, were no longer under torture, and
were being fed regularly.

He was surprised to find a young man with
loads of fish in baskets waiting for him when
he returned from his latest reconnaissance of
the fort. He was accompanied by two healthy
looking Saxon boys with brilliant blond hair
and black headbands.

“I am Wolfson, and these are my brothers,
Fox, and Eagle,” said the oldest, holding his
wrist out so that his steel wristband with the
pale blue badge and the raven’s head was
clearly visible.

“I was hoping for some assistance,” John
said. “How did you find me?”

“You have come from the North, and are a
stranger in these parts. The King’s eyes are on
you.”

“Thanks for the warning. How is it that
Saxons are allied with the Lord of Ravenlock?”
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“It's a long story. Have you lodgings in
town?”

“That | have. | hope you are all fond of
fish. When roasted, it is great meat, and goes
well with the local mead,” John said with a
smile.

-0

Derek was busy at the Templon’s landing
site. The machine had been hidden in the
bushes that had been crushed when the time
machine came in for a heavy landing. Now
everything had been cleared, and the ground
dug out so that the strange device stood in all
its glory. The workmen were not particularly
surprised. Most of them had grown up in the
Raven Valley and knew that Lord Karlon was
a powerful scientist. Derek had removed the
Plutonium power sources, placing one on each
of four separate carriages, mindful of the need
to keep them apart from each other.

“These items must not come near each
other, for if they do, they emit a powerful
poison,” he said.

“What he means,” Seth said, “Is that when
they are in proximity with other plutonium
sources, they start emitting dangerous gamma
rays and you'll all get radiation poisoning.”

275



RAVENLOCK

“You were in my abstract algebra class,”
Derek said with a laugh. The boy had grown
into a handsome young man, unrecognizable
from the grubby youngster who had been
rescued from slavers at Dogley. “Well, Mister
Engineer, How do we get the Templon onto its
cradle?”

“We'll put sleds under it, and run itup a
ramp,” Seth said. “Shouldn’t be too hard.”

The work proceeded slowly, but in good
time. By evening, the Templon was well
secured to the huge bullock dray that would
move it to the castle.

“We'll start at first light,” Derek said.
“The sooner we get the Templon home, the
happier I will be.”

—-0---

Petron woke with a bad headache. He was
cold, and hadn’t slept well, which wasn’t
surprising, considering the weighty leg irons
and manacles he was wearing. Gorg rolled
over and looked at him.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

“I've felt better,” Petron admitted. “How is
Thomas?”
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“Bruised and battered, but recovering.
He’s agreed to teach them how to make
gunpowder. Sulphur, bat-shit, and charcoal.”

“Will it work?” Petron asked.

“Probably. If they get to make fire-arms, it
will change history. We were warned about
that at Ravenlock.”

“I've got to tell them something,” Thomas
said from his place chained to the dungeon
wall. “I'm not going through torture again, and
I don’t care if future history is changed.”

“Nobody is blaming you, Thomas. How do
you make nitrate out of bat shit?”

“Crush it up and dissolve it in water, Mix
with wood ash, then filter and evaporate the
solution. You should get crystals — if all goes
well.”

“And if it doesn't?” Gorg asked.

“Prepare to get beaten up again, | guess.
Don’t worry — it will work.”

There was a sound at the door, and it
scraped open, revealing a new gaoler. He was
young, strong and fit, with light hair and a
sandy beard. He brought a large pitcher of
water, and a loaf of fresh bread, which he
handed to Thomas. The boy broke it into three
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pieces and tossed shares across to the other
two prisoners.

Two younger Saxons entered the cell. One
carried a solid metal cylinder which he placed
on the floor. The other carried a shiny cold
chisel and a large mallet.”

“If you value your lives, be silent,” the
Saxon said. “We could rescue you with a
firefight, but sneaking you out in the early
hours of the morning, before everyone wakes,
is much smarter.”

His two smaller companions set to work
striking the chains off the boys. Another
figure entered with Hessian cloaks that were
quickly fastened over the 3 prisoners, hooding
their heads.

“Follow me,” the man said. The boys
moved quickly, ignoring the pain in their feet.
John Calder and Anthony were waiting
outside. There were a few soldiers sitting
propped against the wall. Each one had been
darted, and was unconscious. The three boys
were lifted into the rear of a light open cart
that was piled with old straw. They were well
covered. The three Saxons took charge of the
cart and headed for the fortress gate.
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“What about our Maglevs?” Petron
whispered to Fox, who he had recognised at
once.

“They can’'t do anything with them. They'll
try to dismantle them probably. Lord Derek
thinks they’ll be lost in time. Don’t worry
about them.”

The gate keeper looked suspiciously at the
rather large group seeking to leave the fort.
He recognised John Calder, but wasn't sure
about the others. A few coins changed hands,
and he signaled for the gate to open. The cart
was soon moving down the open road towards
the outskirts of the ruined city. Most of the
Roman houses were burnt out shells, or had
been reduced to rubble.

They stopped in the ruined courtyard of a
villa. Anthony, Sir Boros, and Forgold, along
with a troop of mounted infantry, were waiting
with fresh horses. They took some time to
remove the rivets from the manacles and
fetters that were still around the rescued boys’
wrists and ankles. Anthony helped them
change into the Ravenvale livery and made
sure the boys were equipped with plastisteel
armour.
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“The rescue went well, Sir Boros,” John
Calder said. “We managed to disable the
guards without killing anyone. The fort is
lightly manned. It seems the King has
interests elsewhere.”

“Oh, yes. He's busy elsewhere all right,”
Boros said. “We managed to evade him, but
he’s heading towards the Raven with a very
large army.”

“Oh, no. Does the Duke know?”

“We've told him. What he does about it is
up to him. Wehha is a very capable Battle
Lord. If he decides to attack Ravenlock Castle,
it won't be so easy to defend it.”

“Is there any way of getting a message to
Lord Karlon?”

“We couldn’t bring the transmitter. It's too
heavy and would slow us down,” Sir Borros
said. *“I've sent two riders on fast steeds to
outflank them. Hopefully, they will get to
Ravenlock in time.”

“If we could get to Shillington, we could go
by a much faster route,” Petron said.

“Brother Peter. You are feeling better?”
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“Not really. I'm sore all over. Just look at
me — I'm turning yellow and blue in all the
wrong places.”

“Bruising,” Thomas said. “They wanted us
to be in great pain.”

“They succeeded very well,” Gorg said. “I'm
one big bruise from the top down.”

“We need to get to Shillington. We can use
the motorbikes.”

“You're in no shape to do that. You'll just
have to hope the riders can reach Ravenlock in
time.” Sir Borros said.

-0

At Shillington, a crowd had gathered to
watch the Templon arrive on the wagon pulled
by bullocks. Although it was small, the
presence of a tiny magnetically contained
singularity in the Time-field generator made
the time machine massively heavy.

Derek had provided for a week’s supplies
for the retrieval team. He figured it would
take that long for them to pull it to Ravenlock.
So far, the journey was mainly down-hill, but
the road rose towards Ravenlock. Spare
bullocks would be brought to meet them half
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way, and they would replace the present team
from bullocks purchased locally.

They all needed a rest. Derek arranged for
the Wagon to be firmly tied down. The last
thing he wanted, was for the time machine to
fall from its bed.

The local Inn was a hive of activity that
night, with extra mouths to fee, the bakery
was kept busy, and the butcher slaughtered
two rams that graced the large spit. Ale
flowed generously, there was bread s plenty,
and the local wenches were extremely friendly,
no doubt with their minds on the many strong
and handsome possibilities from the Raven
Shire. Derek shared an upstairs room with
Seth, his engineer.

They were woken by the town watch in the
early hours of the morning.

“We have company sir, an army — willing
to march in darkness,” Forgold told him.
Derek and Seth climbed onto the small
landing outside their room and looked South
towards a galaxy of waving torches that were
mere pinpricks against the blackness.

“A very large army indeed,” Derek said,
looking through his field glasses that he had
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switched to Infra Red. “And not at all friendly.
Where is the Plutonium?”

“In our backpacks — on the baggage wagon.
One at the front, and one at the rear as you
said.” Seth answered.

“We'll have to replace the cartridges in the
Templon. That's the only place they can be
secured. If we are over-run, they might take
them as souvenirs. I'll take the front cartridge.
Give me five minutes, and bring the second.
Forgold, you'll have to guard us. Show me
your right hand.”

He gave Forgold the Maglev to hold, and
tapped in the isomorphic key.

“This will work for you now. Point it at the
enemy and pull the trigger. It knows what to
do.” He said.

They ran out of the inn towards the
baggage train. Derek grabbed his back pack
and raced towards the Templon. As he
climbed onto the cart, he saw that Seth was
getting his pack. A few minutes later, he had
installed the first of the power packs.

There was a shout, and Forgold fired into
the darkness. The sharp whine of the Maglev
told him that the magnetic weapon had found
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a kill. Moments later, Seth joined him in the
cabin. It took Derek a couple of minutes to
remove the cartridge and place it in its slot.
There was a loud whine, lights on the control
panel blinked on, and the Templon powered
up.

“Can you fly this thing?” Seth asked.

“Not without the quantum couplers. But it
has defences, and they're operable. Tell
Forgold to join us.”

The youngster hesitated for a moment, but
the forward scouts of Wehha's army were a
distinct menace. He climbed into the cabin.

“What can we do?” Forgold asked.

“We have defences. | can enshield most of
Shillington — it's an old trick, but a useful one.

“How is it done?” Seth asked as Derek
worked at the programming board.

“I move our zone of existence a fraction of a
second into the future. That means we aren't
really there. It acts like a solid wall. It was
designed to keep out dinosaurs — never mind.”
He said, realizing he would be talking
gibberish to the boys. He activated a switch,
and the town seemed to be inside a gigantic
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crystal ball with the Templon in the very
centre.

“How long can this last?” Seth asked.

“Until the plutonium gives out. Long
enough, anyway. We can’'t get out - but the
main thing is, they can’t get in.

“But we can still see them.”

“Photons leak through the barrier —it's a
function of improbability. The main thing is,
arrows, people, rocks, and so on - can't
penetrate this shield.”

—-0---

From the other side of the barrier,
Shillington had disappeared inside a gigantic,
jet black, hemispherical dome — solid and
unbreakable, yet reflective, so that it appeared
as if one was looking at a mirror made of black
obsidian. Anyone in the future could see into
the past, but someone in the past could not
look into the future. Derek and the towns
people could look outwards without any
trouble at all.

“Your father won't know what's happened
here,” Seth said.

“They’ve broken the communications lines.
Look.” He said, pointing to where soldiers
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were cutting down the telegraph lines. “That
will let him know something’s wrong. “

“He might send a linesman,” Seth said,
smiling.

“I think he’s smarter than that, Seth,”
Derek said. “He’d send an armed patrol to sus
things out first. - | hope. The shield is on
automatic, so we might as well go back to the
inn for breakfast. It's nice and early. I'd like
to try some porridge and a little more of that
mutton.”

—-0---

Karlon had asked his junior scientists to
meet with him in the great hall of the castle.
They assembled with curiosity, and some
eagerness. He walked in, dressed as nobody
had seen him before, in a black and silver
flight suit with a helmet tucked under his
arm.

“Gentlemen, | wish to thank you for all the
help you have given me. Without it, my great
journey could not continue. Today, | tested
the Quantum Coupler devices which power my
craft. At the moment, it is surrounded by
Wehha's troops, who intended coming here
and subjecting the valley to conquest. | have
no intention of permitting that to happen.”
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“What do you intend to do, Sir? Cedric
asked.

All of you must leave the valley. Even
with our modern weapons, we cannot defeat
Wehha's army by slaughtering it. Too many of
their descendents shall be our future. When
they get here, 1 want them to find nothing of
any value. | am destroying Ravenlock, and
the very mountain it sits on. This shall be a
shallow depression for the sea to enter. That
is why everyone in the vale must take their
goods and leave. The North would make a
good route. Beyond the wall of the ancient
Picts is good farming land, and the area
between here and there is fine for most things.
Take a line between Boston and Skegness to
the north, and your descendants will be fine
for a couple of thousand years.”

“And if we stay South of that line, Sir?”
someone asked.

“You'll be very wet,” Karlon said. The sea
Is coming in to cover this vale. You cannot
stay here. Take what you can of value, pile
your carts high, and leave. Burn your houses
and farms so that nothing remains for Wehha
and his troops.”

“But we have nothing,” someone called out.
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“You have everything a man could want.
Look between your ears, Sir. You have
knowledge, and you have skills. Get out there
and use them.”

With that remark, he left the throne dais
and walked out of the room. Anthony was
waiting for him.

“Anthony, would you like to come for a ride
with me on the motorcycle?” Karlon asked.
The boy nodded.

“Good. We're going somewhere where they
can fix your tongue. It's a strange land, called
‘The Future’. Reckon you can handle it?”

Anthony nodded, and Karlon helped him
mount behind him on the bike.

He called into the town barracks, and gave
instructions to the troops to get as much as
they could in the way of weaponry, and march
on Shillington with as much speed as they
could muster.

“Now to rescuer that hair-brained son of
mine,” he said, starting the engine and taking
to the road.

—-0---

Wehha's army camped around the black
sphere and tried to assault it using ladders,
288



RAVENLOCK

siege towers, ramming devices, and the weight
of numbers.

The surface, not being a real substance,
but an energy field, was so slippery, that
nothing could gain purchase on it. After a
while, they settled for burning parts of the
town that were not within the shield, and
burning the crops. From inside, the people of
the small town could only watch as their
property was burned, and some unfortunate
relatives killed. There was grief, but Derek
stood firm and told everyone that Karlon’s
army would soon arrive and liberate them.

Four days later, There was a sudden
barrage of artillery fire. The relief force had
come at last. Karlon’s troops moved forward
to retake the town, but Wehha had foreseen
the move and put his soldiers into trenches so
that the firepower of the Maglevs and the
rifles was not as effective as they usually were.

Derek looked on with interest. Finally, the
Ravenvale army broke up and moved off in
retreat to the North. It was a fighting retreat,
and Wehha sent his troops after them. The
sounds of the battle moved Northwards down
the road towards Ravenvale. All was quiet
once more.
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A laser light blinked from the edge of the
thick forest that bordered the farming area. It
blinked again, and a cloud of dust appeared,
heading straight towards them.

From where he sat alone at the controls of
the Templon, Derek gave a smile of relief, and
dropped the shield just before the motorbike
reached it. The bike headed towards the time
machine in a straight line. It skidded to a stop
and Karlon waved his arm upwards.

“Do we have room for a passenger?” he
asked.

Derek looked down at Anthony, no longer a
ragged urchin, but a strong youngster with a
dazzling smile.

“Geggeg!” Anthony shouted.
“Come up, both of you. We can seat four.”
“We'll only have three to go,” Karlon said.
o (¥)--
From the blackness of space, Derek
watched the Earth rotating slowly below them.
Karlon detonated the self-destruct device, and

a glow appeared briefly on the English
Eastern Coast.

“Aw orn?” Anthony asked.
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“It's all gone,” Derek said. Everything
along the vale would have been vapourised by
the anti-matter wave emanating from
Ravenlock Castle.

“I hope Istell likes being Thane of
Norlund,” Karlon said. It's the least we could
do — settle everyone into something. Everyone
left the vale in time. They'll be refugees, but
they’ll cope. The boys will be fine
missionaries. Korro wants to convert all of
Denmark if he can.

“He’ll go far that boy,” Derek said. Now,
how about a course for home.

Karlon had been busy at the controls.

“One birthday party coming up. How old
were you?”

“l was twelve,” Derek said. “Oh, no. Not
again.”

“You'll arrive just as you were,” Karlon
said. “Thirteen will be interesting, fourteen a
wake up call, and fifteen is hell,” Karlon said,
sending the Templon into hyperspace.

___(*)___
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