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Forward by Author

 



When I originally wrote this story, back in 1996, Menelon was still just a plaything for Alesia and I. It was a place to tell our stories for our own pleasure, and for many years, it would be little more. It wasn’t until we decided to make Menelon available on the web and to publish Raven’s Tears in a form deeply linked to the larger world that the vagaries we had simply overlooked had to be corrected. Quite frankly, I was astonished at how little had to be changed.


Fernwall is still Fernwall, much as Alesia and I created it twenty years ago, out of the primordial ooze that was the original Fernwall, on the original continent of Korak. The Raven in the books is, surprisingly, still the Raven I created in this story in 1996. This story is also where Trish, Sir James, Commissioner Roland, and Baron Van Trapp first appeared, and all remain pretty much unchanged in their encore appearance from their original conception, here.


That said, I have taken the liberty of tightening a few things up in this version, to bring them into line with the published material. If you were one of the few people who downloaded (or was given) the original, 1996 version, you’ll no doubt notice a few minor changes. If not, you’ll not miss them.


So without further ado, here it is. The story that created Sir Vincent Everton-Sultaire, aka The Raven.

 


Enjoy!


—Michael

 










Raven's Lair

 



The ship lifted laboriously as another inky black, undulating swell rolled beneath her, then settled heavily into the next trough. They were now barely making steerage way in the light air. The wind drops any more an’ we’ll be becalmed, Billy Jack sighed to himself. 


The late summer night was as dark and gloomy as his mood. Heavy clouds blotted out the twin moons, and hung heavy over the city, but the glow of the lights set the low clouds afire, illuminating the entire eastern skyline. He could see Fernwall itself clearly through the gap in the headlands off his starboard bow. Dead ahead, he thought he caught sight of the white, blinking light of the sea buoy, the first navigational aid that would guide him safely into port. We be so close, and yet so far, he observed, looking at the twinkling lights. 


What he was doing was dangerous. So dangerous, a better educated man might have considered it downright stupid. He was impatient to be finished. Nervous, he glanced at the ruddy pink screen of the ATAC. Thick, dark lines showed the coastline of Fernwall Bay. The dot six nautical miles ahead was probably the sea buoy—or the blinking mast light of a small boat. A few smaller dots definitely indicated ships that were probably also approaching the port. Only “running a track” would tell him for sure, and it wasn’t that important. What it didn’t show him, he knew all too well from his navy days, were masked ships.


The ATAC, or Attack and TActical Crystal had been developed during the Great War to allow warships to “see” objects on the water up to twenty nautical miles away. But the enemy had almost as quickly developed a counter called MASCR, yet another lovely military acronym that stood for MAgical Screening CRystal. It made the very objects the ATAC was designed to see invisible to magical detection again—albeit at enormous cost. Even the ATAC was expensive. It had cost him nearly as much as his ship—and that without all the targeting and tactical hardware he had operated in the navy. All he could do was see over the water and through headlands a great distance. It was a critical aid to piloting and navigation. Nothing more.


In point of fact, the ATAC was part of the reason Billy Jack was doing what he was doing. He was deeply in debt. With the end of the Great War now nearly a decade behind them, countries all over the world were well along in recovering, making smuggling a much less profitable enterprise than it had been even five years ago, when he and “some of the lads” had first mustered out of the navy.


“Sea bouy ho!” The lookout interrupted his thoughts. “On our bows!”


“Aye,” Billy Jack replied immediately. It was as he’d suspected. But in spite of yer magiker’s aid, ya still didn’t know fer sure ’til yer lookout had eyeballed ’er, had ye? Or, in this case, “eyeballed” the telltale blinking white light, still six miles away. Yet another thing to thank the Great War for: Lighted buoys at all allied ports and most large anchorages.


A raven-haired woman swaggered out from under the quarter-deck. Her cotton  pants fit her broad hips and shapely legs like a second skin, as did her short vest, which amplified her generous bust and showed a pleasing amount of “water line” around her midsection. She spied Billy Jack standing on the quarter deck. His scraggly beard was grizzled, and his silvering, unruly hair was pressed down by his battered old captains hat. She smiled fondly at him and bounded up to join him.


“Almost over now, me love,” she said. Her voice was as low, and as dark as her hair.


Her name was Ida, and Billy Jack thought her a handsome young wench. Young. That said more about his age than hers. Almost everyone was young compared to him. She was in her thirties. He was well over fifty, though he had to admit he didn’t feel like it, especially when she was around. “A handsome, lusty young wench can keep any man young,” he was fond of telling tavern-goers when they were in port. The line was usually followed by a healthy slap on Ida’s pert ass, which she didn’t mind in the least. But they weren’t in port now, and they certainly enjoying the relative safety of a warm and friendly tavern.


“I’ve me doubts that makin’ port ends the voyage, Ida,” he told her. “The perilous navigatin’ part be in deliverin’ the cargo.”


“Ah! Yah worries too much, ol’ man,” Ida snorted with a toss of her lovely raven tresses. “They ain’t made a lubber yet that can best me. An this job’s got enough money in its sails ta buy this ship, yer precious ATAC an’ all!”


Billy Jack gave her a hard look. That was precisely what worried him. He didn’t like feeling like a pawn. Pawns were expendable, but deep down inside, he knew that’s exactly what he’d become.

 


* ‌* ‌*


 


How absolutely fascinating, Raven thought. He was in a warehouse, standing on a huge ceiling beam, looking down at tun after tun full of coffee beans. They were all sealed, of course, but the place reeked of them. It was enough to make him consider giving up Fernwall’s newest addiction. He idly wondered if the people who handled the stinking stuff in bulk actually drank it.


Attention, Vincent. You’re not here to play. You’re here on police business. And that nearly doubled him over in laughter. “Police business.” Here he was, stealing into what he hoped would be one of organized crime’s information transfer points on “police business.” He was breaking the law to get information for the law. The exact same job that had landed him in bond to the State in the first place, successfully convicted of robbery, blackmail, extortion, and a few other things—all of which were technically correct, but also laughably wrong. Had it not been for his father, Sir James Evermor-Sultaire, Baron of Valemont, anyone might have purchased him—and one of the very crime lords he was extorting, most probably. But, daddy had pulled strings and his errant youngest son was now serving out his “debt to society” as an indentured police investigator. A convicted criminal was fighting crime. It was hysterical.


Raven walked out into the middle of the warehouse, attached a small grapnel to the ceiling beam he was standing on, and swung over the edge. Flicking a switch on his line plier, he descended to the floor, the device quietly whirring as the sophisticated braking system smoothly controlled his descent.


The whole notion was a joke. Making him into a cop had only increased his operational ability. Sir Vincent Sultaire may have been a police investigator, but Raven was still making a small fortune buying and selling information—and favors. Yeah, but not tonight, he reminded himself. Tonight, you’d be this city’s favorite con man with a badge, were they honest enough to admit that’s exactly why they gave you the badge in the first place.


There was a doorway at the far end of the warehouse. A ruddy red light glowed within. Bingo. The door that had once closed off the room was gone, save for a small chunk that swung on the hinges. Standing to one side, Raven peaked around the door frame. The red light was coming from small objects fastened to the corners of the room up by the ceiling. Could be red light crystals. Yeah sure, and the Imprimae’s a prostitute, too. In the middle of the room was an old, beaten-up desk and chair. And if you believe this isn’t a setup, Vincent, you’re an idiot.


But he needed information, and badly enough to bypass police rules to get it. Mlin Oil was a core ingredient in Slave milk, a highly addictive and deadly drug used to create sex slaves. Someone was importing enough of it to forcibly double the city’s brothel population. Nobody seemed to know why, nor did anybody know exactly when the next shipment was due. Since Vincent was a knight, Police Commissioner Hal Roland, the holder of his leash, had assigned him the job of solving the riddle. “And quickly, boy!” he’d growled. Commissioner Roland was always growling about something.


The answer to the question was, according to his sources, in this room. The question was, how to get at it? Okay, Vincent, what kind of device would you be if you were up there glowing an ugly red color? Some kind of scrying device was the most likely answer, but that still left lots of options. Infrared, active scan, biological, motion, light enhanced. Instinct and experience suggested the first, infrared. It was the cheapest.


Next question, do we really want to do this? “Cheap” was a relative term where magical wards were concerned. Somebody was throwing a lot of money around. To catch him? He’d be quite a catch, all right. Caught breaking and entering after having supposedly gone straight to work for the cops? The whole Committee on Law Enforcement—the political body that had approved his indenture to the state as a police investigator—could be made to look the fool. As would Commissioner Roland, who fronted the idea to the committee and his father, who had shepherded the whole affair through the political process. It was probably the only charitable act his father had ever performed—for anybody!


He chuckled soundlessly. Okay, you want me. Let’s see what crawls out of the woodwork if you catch me. He returned to the line and began to climb. The line plier dutifully coiled up the thin line as he ascended. Then he made his way to the roof of the little room, right over the door. A moment later, he had a tight wad of tinder burning, which he leaned over and pitched through the doorway. Then he hurried to exit the way he’d come, through a loose ventilation grate at the peak of the roof.


Fernwall was a lovely city, especially at night. The street lamps glowed in golden light. Traps, hacks, and coaches clopped along cobblestone streets, the sharp staccato of their horses’ hooves echoing off the brownstone canyons of the great city. He could smell he salty air of the sea  as it wafted inland from the bay, and even from this distance, see Fernwall’s singular Clocktower, with its lit face that tolled out the bells of the day by watch. Here and there, long trails of smoke wafted upward from the chimneys of stoves just firing up to ward off the chill of a cool summer night. This time of year, the bright colors of trees and shrubs and flowers filled empty spaces between buildings, and lined streets, dotting the city scape with splashes of color; and uptown the well-tended gardens of the city’s wealthy added to the beauty of the old city.


He crouched off to one side of the roof peak, black cloak spread out to mask his human silhouette. The streets here in the warehouse district of Docktown were quiet. The only distinct sound, the sharp staccato beat of horses hooves on a distant street.


He waited. Had he miscalculated? He had hoped that by triggering the trap he might be able to backtrack whoever came to collect him to someone who knew about the shipment of Mlin. All the information pointed to a drop nearby—and soon. Very soon, but… No, he thought. Couldn’t have missed by that much. You don’t set up something that sophisticated for nothing. Patience.


Two uniformed officers ran around the corner and sped toward the warehouse. Ah, the erstwhile representatives of the law, he chuckled, come to collect their prize. Now where’s the fink? He heard the jingle of keys, then the door to the warehouse creaked open.


Raven was on the move. Rooftop to rooftop, he backtracked the officers using the thieves’ highway. Two blocks back, a woman furtively slipped out of a police substation and ducked into an alley. He cut the distance by going over the roof and dropped to the ground on the other end of the alley.


“Gotcha!” He hissed, snagging the unsuspecting woman as she rounded the corner. She fought him for but a moment, then went still. “Well, well, well,” he grinned. “Trisha.” He moved his hand away from her mouth.


“R—Raven?” she panted. “What the hell…?”


“Am I doing here?” He cut her off. “When I’m supposed to be busy getting arrested again?”


“How—?” Her eyes searched him, fear and puzzlement fighting for the upper hand.


His answering smile wasn’t particularly reassuring. “I think we’re going to go for a little ride, Trish. You sold me out, now I’m going to have to decide what to do with you.” Hand tangled in her dirty blond hair, he headed them down the street. Several blocks later they were standing on a main thorough fare. Ten minutes after that they were in a cab clopping northward on Telladi-Pelletier Boulevard, toward Raven’s apartment.


“What are you going to do with me?” she asked glumly. She knew better than to run. Raven’s contacts were legendary in the underground. He’d find her, and then he’d probably kill her—or have her arrested on trumped-up charges.


“Depends,” he shrugged. “I’m listening.”


“I could offer you something else,” she suggested, trying to sound seductive.


“I can get that anytime I want, girlfriend. Without paying for it. Talk.”


Trish looked out at the passing city, eyes thoughtful. She was rather pretty, he had to concede. Or would be in decent clothes and after a few hot, disinfecting baths. Were it clean and combed out, her hair would probably be a wavy, pale blonde. She was shorter than he by nearly a head, and had a well-endowed figure. Though uneducated, she was smart, and very quick witted. Just why she had turned to prostitution he didn’t know. It was legal in the city-state. Some women liked it, he guessed. Maybe she was one of them. She was intelligent and pretty, she could have had any man she wanted—or any woman, if she preferred. She could have learned a trade, or entered service and climbed as high up the domestic ladder as she wished. Yet here she was in a filthy dress, hadn’t bathed since who knew when, renting her body out an hour at a time, and doing gods-knew-what with all the money. 


“They’ve really got you don’t they,” she finally murmured, still watching the street go by. 


The horses hooves clattered disjointedly as the cab negotiated a turn in traffic. “It was you who just tried to frame me, remember?” She glared at him; he smiled slightly. “We’re not all that different at heart, Trish. You’d put a knife between my ribs in a minute for the right price. You just tried! And I’d sell you to the highest bidder to keep my own neck out of irons for life.”


She looked frustrated. “You’re not one of us anymore. Don’t you understand that?”


“I’ll tell you what I understand. What I understand is that somebody is importing enough poison to kill off the entire Parliament, several times over—or half the city’s population. Somebody with enough of a grasp on what’s happening in this city to not miss such minor details as an opportunity to embarrass the Law Enforcement Committee. Particularly the chair and the commissioner. Now, since you’ve involved yourself, I’ll do you the favor of assuming you’re smart enough to know what the potential consequences are?”


“So who cares?” she shot back. “What have those pig-headed buffoons ever done for us? You’ve sold us out, Raven. Your daddy pulled strings and got you a soft sentence with the blue bottle gang and now you sound just like them. What the hell do I care if someone kills off every stuffed shirt in the city? More power to ’em, I say!” She spat angrily out into the street.


“Oh I see,” he murmured quietly. “You think you’re immune to the knife that’s waiting to stab you in your pretty back the minute you’ve finished your job for these guys? You think there’s money to be made when the the trap wars start, and the streets become a three-way battleground: The crime bosses fighting amongst themselves, traps fighting amongst themselves, the cops fighting everybody, and the IMMC is finally called in to stop it. Is that it?”


“You’re exaggerating,” she scoffed.


“Really,” he smiled thinly. “Remind me to exercise all those years of private education by telling you a few stories about what happened in Shanakara and Püran-Khir when the IMMC pulled out, taking law and order with them. It will make Master Slagter proud.” He shifted slightly in his seat. “Given your opinions in the matter, I assume you’ve been following things in the papers?”


“I don’t read, Sultaire. You know that.”


“Ah,” he smiled again. He’d made his point. He felt it hit home.


They rode on in silence. It was nearly ten kilometers to Raven’s flat in lower Merchants. It was conveniently near police headquarters and Docktown. Once they turned off of Telladi-Pelletier Boulevard, they passed row after row of small, sedate looking brownstone townhouses as they made their way east on Queen’s Street. There were thousands of them in the city. They were home to hundreds of thousands of middle class families. The back usually sported a play-yard for the children, and along the street-front most were lined with walks, interrupted by clusters of planted trees that kept the sidewalk cool in the middle of summer days.


“You sure that’s what’ll happen?” Trish finally asked.


“That you’ll be killed? Yes. You’re expendable, Trish. A pawn in a huge game played by organizations with more money that you can likely imagine. About the war?” He shrugged. “I’m not sure it will, but I’m not sure it won’t. The government hasn’t done you any good, but it hasn’t done you any harm either. What it has done is left you alone. Tip the balance and things could easily get worse rather than better.”


Trish thought about that for several more minutes. In the distance, the Clocktower bonged out eight bells: midnight, the beginning of midwatch.


“Billy Jack,” Trish finally said, so softly he had to strain to hear it. “Billy Jack and Ida.” She looked at him imploringly, her soft, liquid eyes close to tears. “And I want you to protect me.”

 


* ‌* ‌*


 


Hours later, the low clouds that had been afire with the city’s lights settled down into the streets, blanketing the landscape with a wet fog. Billy Jack and Ida embraced in their cabin, listening to the Clocktower sound six bells into the midwatch. The lights of the city beamed through the cabin window, diffused by the early morning mist.


Their ship had been made fast to a wharf in southern part of the merchant’s harbor. Ida was dressed for an excursion into the city.


“Careful is me middle name,” she was telling him, her low voice soft.


“Aye,” he replied, his rumbling baritone thick with concern. “An’ ye was born in the streets, there’s no denying it. But I doesn’t like it, yer goin’ alone.”


“And what know ye of the streets, ol’ man?” she replied gently. “A lubber would ye be, an’ no doubt about it. I knows the rules, me lover, an’ they be as mysterious as the rules of the sea. We’ll be together again a’fore eight bells. I gives ya me word.”


“Aye,” he sighed pensively, then kissed her on the forehead.


Pulling open a drawer beneath their bunk, Ida grabbed one of her favorite weapons, a loaded quirt with a wire loop on the business end. Armed with it, a sword, and a couple of daggers, she shouldered a small canvas covered box by its strap and headed for the cabin door.


The streets of the city were already damp from the foggy mist. She moved quickly to her destination, a large abandoned warehouse several blocks from the waterfront. Though it looked like all was quiet, she knew from experience that she was probably being watched by the ever-vigilant sentries of the various trap lords and guild bosses who ran this part of town. The former were there to keep the peace, the latter because they made their living by secreting illegal cargos aboard unsuspecting captain’s ships—among other things.


As she rounded a corner, the smell of baking bread made her realize it had been some time since she’d had fresh bread and meat. Hell, it had been some time since she’d eaten. She and Billy Jack had stolen several hours of sleep once the sea buoy had been spotted by the lookout. They hadn’t awakened until the officer of the deck alerted them to the approach of the pilot’s launch. Then it was time to get ready to come into town.


She was near her destination, and turned right past several broker’s offices. At the end of the block stood a corner bar, lights out and lonely on her left. Across from it a large black building loomed up into the night sky. An old shingle dangled from a rusty eye bolt, its faded words a mystery, as she could not read.


Crossing to the building, she walked its length until she found a large double door standing off its hinges, leaving just enough of an opening for her to slip through. Inside, it was dark and smelled of that peculiar kind of dust and dirt common to nearly all unused buildings. From the echo her boots made on the wooden floor, the room must have been large and nearly empty. 


According to her instructions there was supposed to be a door in the middle of the wall to her left. Carefully, with all of her senses extended to their limits, she moved in that direction. The dim light of the street lamps outside peeked through a multitude of cracks in the wall. Slowly, her vision adjusted to the new lower light level and she was able to pick out the black silhouettes of boxes and boards scattered about.


As she approached the wall, the thin outline of a door casing became visible. The door was of the standard type, but the door knob had been removed, leaving its customary hole. She pushed on it and it slid open noiselessly. That disturbed her. Hinges left unattended always grew stiff. Someone had gone to certain lengths to keep this door quiet. 


The tenuous whiff of cigar smoke. It was fresh. She wasn’t alone. Her palms began to sweat. It was a trap…


“Put down the box, Ida,” a deep male voice said.


Damn! She’d walked right into it. “Yer higher’n a top yard if ya thinks I be likely ta jus’ drop this case an’ leave.” If she could keep him talking she might be able to discern precisely where he was.


The male voice chuckled. “And if you don’t, I get the pleasure of putting a bolt through your lusty chest and taking that case anyway.”


“I’ve weathered me share of starms, laddie. I’ll take me chances …”


Something moved to her left. Instinct filled in the details. The quirt whistled as she lashed out, and made a satisfying snap as it connected with flesh and bone. Her assailant cried out and something thudded to the floor, bathing the room in golden light. She grabbed him and jerked him in front of her. The crack of the crossbow and thud of the bolt striking its target sounded as one. Her assailant, a young man, doubled over and dropped to the floor. Blood began to pool around him almost immediately. She had hit him in the face with her quirt, she noted clinically, neatly ripping the skin off of one cheek. The cross bow bolt had done the rest. The something that had hit the floor was a bulls-eye lantern. The shutters had thrown open on impact. She turned her attention to the larger man standing some twenty paces away from her, now holding a spent arbalest. He appeared otherwise unarmed.


“Ya wanna play some more, laddie? Methinks I’ve weathered this starm right nicely.” She drew her sword. “An’ the weather’s a changin’.”


“Uh, let’s not get hasty here, my dear. Your reputation precedes you,” the man replied, backing away a few steps. “I have your money right here. Full payment.” He patted the leather case he carried.


“Now sees how ya are,” she said tauntingly. “A stiff breeze arises an’ yer ready to make port. All right then, you go over there an’ unload yer case, an’ I’ll go over here an unload mine.” She moved slowly to one side of the room.


Warily, he moved opposite. Slowly they set down their respective cases, then circled each other again to get to the case the other had dropped. They were about to open them when the stillness was broken by a crash from somewhere in the building.


“More tricks?” Ida growled, reaching for her sword again. But the wild look in the man’s eyes told her this was none of his doing. Without another word he bolted through a side door. All things considered, she decided his plan was probably best. After all, they each had what they had come for—she hoped.

 


The man ran back down the corridors the way he had come. Rounding a turn, he burst through a door, crossed a room, and shot out into another corridor. Not much further, he thought, and I’ll be safely in the streets. 


Then the floor gave way beneath him. He cried out as he fell, landed with a grunt, then screamed as he went skimming down some kind of chute; a moment later he was dumped unceremoniously on the wooden floor of a candle-lit room. The case landed in his lap with a plop.


“Good morning,” said a young man of wiry build with sandy brown hair. He was sitting in a chair behind an empty table. His polished black boots were kicked up on the table and his hands were interlocked behind his head. He scrutinized his catch carefully. “You may mark me as an ass, Baron Van Trapp. You’re not the bird I was expecting.”


The Baron stood up, arranged his clothing, and dusted himself off. “I don’t know who you are,” he replied stiffly, “But you’re playing a very dangerous game and are quite obviously out of your league.”


“Why, because you don’t know me?” The younger man chuckled and stood up, revealing himself to be dressed entirely in black and armed with an expensive looking long sword, parrying sword, and daggers. “I should think the situation is quite the reverse, as I obviously know you. You are Baron Heidwig Van Trapp the third of Angel Heights number five seventy-five,” he said, heading across the room. The baron edged away. “Most recently the heir to Van Trapp Industries, a timber company that owns land mostly in the King’s Range northwest of the city, a company founded by your grandfather Heidwig Van Trapp the second; a man of distinction and honor.” He picked up the case the baron had left on the floor. “Attributes that cannot be accredited to you,” he continued, heading back to the table. “Your father, the late Ivan Van Trapp, died of mysterious causes—food poisoning, I believe—only three months ago, leaving you in sole possession of the family fortune and business.”


“I am well aware of my family history, and I’ll appreciate you leaving the recent death of my beloved father out of this discussion …”


“Ah yes! You are pained to the quick, I see. How touching.” Setting the case on the table, the man in black retook his seat behind the table, after pointedly placing a dagger within easy reach. “But, I’m not quite finished yet. You have a hundred and fifty slaves in your personal household, all female, none over the age of twenty four, and the youngest of which is thirteen. A hundred of them you claim for your own personal pleasure, though I’m told all find their way into your bedchamber sooner or later, either singly or in groups. Your present favorite is a gorgeous sixteen year old girl with lovely blond hair and pale blue eyes who fires your ardor because she always cries and begs you to leave her alone when you rape her.”


The young man knew too much. Way too much. Fear and uncertainty wreaked havoc on his nerves and the Baron began to sweat. But maybe …“She’s a slave!” he protested.


“No she is not!” the young man shot back. He jumped from his chair, slammed his fists into the table, leaned over it, and locked eyes with the baron. “She’s the oldest daughter of Wil and Brenda McKinney who own a small farm near Fernwall Downs.” he said from between clenched teeth. “She was born as free as you and me! But, just like every young woman in your household, you—or rather your band of thieves—kidnapped her on her way home from the fields one day and took her to Mistress Elie’s where she was illegally branded with the mark of a life slave. She was then taken to your mansion where you forced slave milk down her throat, then forced yourself on her with all the consideration for her well-being one might expect of an animal in heat.”


“You must have been her lover. Is that it?”


“Oh no,” he spat. “If you like, I can tell you the story of every girl in your household. But let me warn you, I’d be tempted to kill you here and now before I was half-done. Tell me, Baron Van Slime Ball, what kind of sickness is it that lets you enjoy raping children?”


The Baron began to shake as the full weight of his peril hit home. The kid had done his homework. He knew. He had somehow pieced it all together. Slavery was a carefully controlled institution in the former Kingdom of Cascadia. Slaves could not be imported from abroad, nor could they be exported unless they were “life slaves,” and the only way to become one of those was to be convicted of a capital crime. In fact, the only way anyone could become indentured at all was via the courts, who meted out the term of indenture according to the law. 


Then there was the slave milk. Few drugs were actually illegal in the former kingdom, but slave milk was one of them. What this knowledgeable young man was accusing him of wasn’t just illegal enslavement, something looked on very dimly by the courts, but also the use of slave milk, a capital crime all on its own. If convicted, his lands and title would be permanently forfeit and he would wear a collar for the rest of his life. He would, quite literally, go from noble of name to slave.


“What do you want? Money perhaps?” The black-garbed man’s eyes didn’t change. “Land! Yes land,” he said, laughing suddenly. A cold sweat had broken out on his fat face. “That must be it. Yes, I could grant you enough land to make you wealthy for generations.” No response. The baron thought frantically. “The blonde girl.” He chuckled nervously, slapping his thigh. “You want her?  Fine. No problem. She’s yours. Enjoy her.”


“All of it,” the young man said, voice deadly quiet.


“Yes! Fine. Wonderful,” the baron replied gaily.


“You bloody slime-ball,” the young man continued in the same tone, “I’d have gladly busted your little kidnapping ring and been satisfied to see you in chains. But this,” he placed a hand meaningfully on the case, “is even better. You can be sure I’ll be there when you’re sentenced—if you live!”


Baron Van Trapp’s face blanched. With his attention focused on his slave girls and the slave milk to which he deliberately addicted them, he’d forgotten about the case full of Mlin Oil, his contacts in the high street underground, and their rules. Once caught he became a liability to the entire organization. They would try their best to kill him before he talked. That was policy—and they usually succeeded. But, even if he lived he was a dead man. Treason was the one crime in the City State that was punished by execution. If the assassins didn’t get him, he would hang!


“No!” he whispered. “Please. No.”

 


* ‌* ‌*


 


Vincent strode into police headquarters and went directly into Commissioner Roland’s office, not even bothering to stop and knock. Two uniformed officers followed, flanking the chained and cuffed Baron Van Trapp.


“Morning boss,” the young man said gaily. He was tired, bone-tired since he’d worked all night, but this was worth it.


“Bloody Sultaire. What the hells is this?”  The bleary-eyed older man sank into his chair with a low grunt, taking in the scene with little change of expression.


“A present.” He gestured toward the door as the shackled baron was brought in, then placed a sealed case on the commissioner’s desk.


Roland slowly shifted his suspicious gaze from the younger man to the shackled one, and then to the case. “This had better be good. I haven’t finished the first pot yet,” he indicated a carafe perched on a warming brazier. “I take it there’s some twisted reason you have Baron Van Trapp in chains?”


Raven jabbed his chin at the case and headed for the brazier with the carafe on it. “Open it—carefully.”


The chief snorted. “Not likely. You open it. I don’t trust you any farther than I could throw you.”


“Look you fat, overgrown, pompous, ass!” The young man snapped, fatigue pushing him over the line. “I don’t expect you to know everything but you do know how delicate substances are smuggled into this city, don’t you? And I assume your wits aren’t yet so addled that you’ve already forgotten the fifteen minute lecture you gave this entire damned
department three weeks ago about a certain shipment of poison? And I know you haven’t forgotten all the rules about handling sensitive evidence. Now open the damned box!”


“You watch your mouth, boy! Best you remember why you’re here!” he growled, reaching for the case—carefully.


Now drunk on adrenaline, Sultaire smirked, but said nothing.


The inside was padded and lined with crushed velvet. Two racks of vials filled the case in two layers. The vials were stoppered with wax corks. Four vials in the top section were filled with a thick amber liquid. The rest were filled with a clear liquid.


Roland most carefully did not touch any of the vials. Giving Sultaire a look of grudging respect, he grunted, “Mlin Oil?”


The Raven took the rack from his boss’ hands and held it up to the light of the window. “Well,” he said, pointing to the vials of amber liquid. “These vials most certainly are, but these,” he pointed to the clear ones and shrugged. “I have no idea.” He grinned at Roland. “It appears we may have gotten more than we went fishing for.” He carefully handed the rack back to the commissioner.


Roland grunted again. Clearing his throat, he jerked his head at the man in shackles. “What’s he got to do with?  You don’t mean to tell me one of the richest men in the city needed all this poison for himself, do you?”


Sultaire’s grin was vicious. “I think you’ll find his tale very interesting, especially after you read my report. Which reminds me, I’ve got a lot more homework to do on this man before the hearing. He wasn’t the one I expected to drop in with a case full of Mlin Oil. A house full of illegal slaves, yes. Slave milk, yes. The raw stuff to make it, no.” Vincent bowed—almost formally. “Good morning, Chief.”


“Hold it, Raven.”  He motioned for the two officers to take the prisoner to a holding cell, then turned back to the younger man when they were alone, momentarily at a loss for words.


After fumbling with a coffee mug for a few moments, he looked at Sultaire with an ambivalent expression. “Nice work,” he said, almost grudgingly.

 


* ‌* ‌*


 


It was with a great deal of relief that Ida stepped back onto the familiar deck of her ship. With no more than a brief nod to the deck officer she went straight to the cabin she and Billy Jack shared.


“’Tis relieved I am that yer safe,” he said, wrapping her slender form up in his arms.


“I got it,” she said after a moment. “’Tis all here.” She walked over to the table and placed the heavy case on the table. Billy Jack joined her and opened it. They both gasped as their eyes took in the sight before them. Gold! Two rows of one ounce gold coins filled the case.  “We did it!” she screamed, slugging forcefully at the air. “We really did it!”


“Aye, lass. That we did.” He picked up one of the coins to examine it.  Then he stopped. His blood ran cold. The coin underneath was blank and lead gray. Only the edges were gilded in gold to make the whole stack appear to be of gold coins. Ripping the case from the table, he poured the contents onto the deck. Save for the top coins, all the rest were worthless lead. Onto the top of the pile fell a small, black, enameled pin, shaped like a raven.

 










Afterword

 


Dear Reader,


Thank you for reading Raven's Lair.


Now that you’ve finished it, I’d really appreciate it it you leave a few words in a review. Your thoughts, written honestly and kindly and left as a review will mean a lot to other potential readers who are finding this story after you do. Just write what you think and you can’t possibly do it wrong.


Feedback is important to us indie authors and indie readers. Even a few words can make a huge difference - I’d love it if you’d leave me some of yours.


–Michael



	
			
			
	





Your honest review supports us as indie authors and publishers more than you can possibly realize unless you are one, too. It doesn’t have to be long, and it doesn’t matter if you “liked” the book or not—just tell your fellow readers what you think. Even a “negative” review, given thoughtfully and constructively, is going to be helpful to us in the long term, so please take this request to heart and leave at least one review on one of the pages linked above. 


Lastly, if you liked what you’ve read here, we do have an email newsletter that’s only sent out to subscribers when there are updates to the world of Menelon and the stories written there. We do not sell or rent our email addresses to any other party (though we might sometimes send you notice of things we think you might find relevant), and hope to have the chance to prove to you that your email address is safe with us. Please consider signing up via the link below. We'd also love it if you joined us on Facebook!


	
			
			
	




Thanks, and ever thanks for your readership. We do hope you’re enjoying the story, and will tell your friends about what we’re doing.


—Alesia & Michael
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