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Treasure!
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1035, Amiens, France

Sunlight glared through his closed eyelids. He stood still listening to the sounds around him. The breeze rustled in the trees. A crow CAWED. All seemed peaceful, and yet he knew danger lurked. Enemies were at the gates of the castle, and it was up to him to save all those who lived inside. 

10-year-old Raoul lunged forward with a sturdy stick in hs hand and stabbed his imaginary enemy. “Ah ha! Duke Dumard, you dunce! You’ll never get past the castle gates!” 

He opened his eyes to view his surroundings – the placid Somme River curving around a bend, trees lining the bank, and soft, muddy marsh under his feet. 

Upon feeling the presence of a sneak attack from behind, he spun nimbly and hacked at his invisible foe. “And you, Count Jacques of Boorish Imps! I always expected your treachery!” he yelled. 

As he slashed the stick wildly about, he excited the joyful nature of two Grand Griffon Vendéen dogs who leaped and barked alongside him. “Cheval! Porc!” he yelled at his dogs named after a horse and pig. “You give away my cover!”
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CHEVAL LEAPED PLAYFULLY and knocked him down into the marsh. 

“Defeated by my own horse,” Raoul said with a sigh.

Hidden in the tall marsh grass, he rested in the water and gazed up at the sky. The sun had begun its descent and, yes, he would live to fight another day and the castle was secure at least for tonight. As his dogs nosed him with their wet snouts, he brushed them away and lifted himself onto his elbows, surveying his surroundings.

Off to his right, in the near distance, he spotted a strange shape in the water. He escaped the playfulness of his bounding mutts and crawled in the mud toward the object. At first sight it looked like a cross. 

Raoul knelt above the object, which he could now see was not a cross but an odd type of sword, rusted, with an ornate carving at the handle.  He reached down to carefully extract the sword as if it were precious treasure...and it was.  Thrilled with his prize, he bolted to his feet and raised his sword toward the setting sun.

“I am king! I am the victor!” he screamed with all the force in his lungs.

“Raoul! Raoul!” he heard the faint sound of a woman calling. Her voice mingled with the whoosh of the wind in the trees. “Raoul!”

Once again, he thrust the sword toward the sky. 

“I am King Raoul!”
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“RAOUL! SUPPER!” THE woman’s voice continued to call, now with a more urgent tone. A damsel in distress, perhaps! 

I must save her. Raoul lowered his sword to his side, took a long deep breath, and then burst out in a battle cry, “To the castle!” 

Raoul sprinted across the marsh toward a motte-and-bailey castle. He screamed with his sword firmly in his grasp and readied for attack with his dogs racing, tails wagging. Outside the rampart gates where guards stood armed with crossbows, he came upon his fiercest and deadliest foe – his mama.

Her fists were tight to her hips, and her scowl was more of a forced frown. She always had a hard time reprimanding him no matter how dirty he was. “You are a poor excuse for a nobleman’s son. Look at you. What a mess you’ve made of yourself,” she said.
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RAOUL HALTED BEFORE her, and felt the drying mud caked on his face, his wet, shoulder-length hair lying heavy on his head, and his drenched tunic and stockings pressed to every crevice of his body. 

“But Mama, I am King now.” Breathlessly, he raised his sword toward the sky. “I am the victor! I saved the castle from our enemies.”

“Of course, darling,” Mama replied and nodded toward the rusty sword. “Where did you find that?” 

“In the marsh. It was just lying there for the taking,” Raoul said. 

Careful not to touch her son or the filthy dogs, Mama gestured Raoul through the gate and into the quiet, and vacant bailey. The blacksmith, the tanner, the butcher, the baker and even the candlestick maker closed their workshops for the evening. Beyond the work sheds were the stables, a pigsty and a chicken coop. On the other side of the courtyard were the barracks where the guards lived. Medieval life settled for the evening.

“I saved you and Papa. I saved everyone from Duke Dumard and Count Jacques of Boorish Imps, who tried to attack the castle,” Raoul said. 

“Good,” Mama said grimacing at his filth. “I will have Emilde draw you a bath after supper. Unfortunately, no time to clean you up prior.”

Raoul sighed heavily in defeat. “Not a bath!”

“Every victorious warrior needs a bath,” Mama said.

Raoul slouched his shoulders and headed up the wooden steps to a three-story timber castle set atop a grassy mound. He entered the main hall of his Uncle Drogo’s castle where his family resided for the summer while his uncle was on pilgrimage to Jerusalem with Robert, Duke of Normandy. Raoul strolled past servants and guards and proceeded up the stairs to the solar, the family living quarters, where Papa, Count Raoul III of Valois, relaxed on a bench by a long trestle table. 
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PAPA SET HIS CUP OF wine on the table and gave Raoul a proud smile. “Did you win today? You appear as though the battle was hard fought.” 

“I did. I saved the castle from evil invaders,” Raoul said, and then presented his sword. “Look what I found.”

Papa studied Raoul’s rusty prize. “Why, I believe that’s an Ulfberht.” 

“An Ulfberht?” Raoul asked and reached for a peach in a wooden bowl on the table.

Papa tapped the bench for Raoul to have a seat next to him. “Let me tell you about the Vikings.”

Raoul bit into the furry skin and mushy flesh of the peach. Sticky juices ran down his grimy chin, as he sat next to Papa with his rusty sword firmly in his grip.

“The Vikings came from the sea, from the North. Rumors are the sun never rises in the winter and never sets in the summer,” Papa said with a dark air of intrigue. 

“Sounds like a strange place,” Raoul said. 

“The strangest,” Papa said. “Men wore their hair in braids like women and the women carried swords and shields. At times, it was hard to tell the difference between man and woman, and their bodies were covered in strange markings.”

“Of the Devil?” Raoul asked.

“They certainly did the Devil’s deed. Slaughtering all who got in their path – men, women, children. They even attacked churches. They took everything with them – stole from the richest and the poorest and left the land scorched in their wake.”

“What happened to them?” Raoul asked.

Papa drank more wine before continuing. 

“They came to Paris and tried to climb the great walls around the city, but Emperor Charles was wise. He made peace with the mightiest of the Viking warriors, a man named Rollo. Emperor Charles gave Rollo land to protect France from more Viking invasions, and thus Rollo honored their agreement.” 

“So, no more Vikings?” Raoul asked.

“They haven’t dared invade France in over a hundred years,” Papa said, as he ran his fingers through Raoul’s muddy hair. “And you now have one of their swords. It is a sign you will rise to be a hero, a great man.”

Raoul felt the crustiness of the rusted handle in his palm and gazed upon the sword in awe. “I hope so.”

Papa’s attention turned to their servant, Emilde, who set their dinner of pork roast and turnips and apples on the table.

Thank you, Emilde,” Papa said with a broad grin. He leaned forward, sniffing the meal. “Smells delicious.”

“Thank you, Count,” she said, then winked at Raoul. “I’ll give your compliments to the kitchen staff.”

Although Emilde had worked for their family since Raoul could remember, he had recently come to fancy her honey-colored hair and sun-kissed cheeks. Thankfully, the dirt covering his face hid Raoul’s blush. He sat upright when Mama entered the solar with his two older sisters, Adela and Aumule, and younger brother, Theo. Despite being only five years older, his sister Adela still referred to Raoul as her baby brother and treated him as if she herself gave birth to him. So annoying. Aumule was two years older and teased Raoul incessantly. Mama always said it was her way of showing affection, but he found Aumule’s jokes at his expense tiresome. Five-year-old, Theo, was normally a drag following him around everywhere, but thankfully, he was staying close to Mama. 

“Shouldn’t you wash up for dinner?” Adela asked Raoul.

When he rolled his eyes, the dry dirt cracked across his face. “I wash when I want to wash,” he said smartly.

“He can eat with the pigs in the pigsty,” Aumule teased.

Raoul rolled his eyes.

His older cousin, Ralph, was a timid boy. Raoul suspected his biggest adventure was taking a trip to the water closet at night, and even that proved to be an ordeal. Still, Ralph always acted superior to Walter and Raoul. 

Ralph sat at the far end of the bench. He said nothing to Raoul, only scoffed in his direction.

Then Raoul’s cousin and best friend, Walter, entered the solar. Walter’s eyes bulged with excitement upon seeing Raoul’s rusted sword. 

“Wow! What is that?” Walter asked.

Raoul raised his prized Ulfberht. “It’s a Viking sword.”

Walter reached out his hands to touch the sword. “Where did you find it?”

Raoul retracted his prize from his cousin’s grasp. “In the marsh.”

“Are there more?” Walter asked. “I want one.”

“Probably in the death clutch of a Viking skeleton. If you are daring enough to take it,” Papa teased. 

Aunt Goda, who was the Princess of Wessex, entered the room. Raoul liked his aunt. She was far fairer in temperament than Mama and always tried to remain peaceful among family squabbles. 

“Boys, settle. You can talk about swords after supper,” Aunt Goda said.

Before anyone could speak, Raoul tore off a piece of meat from the roasted pork with his dirty hands and dropped it in his mouth.

“Raoul! Wait until your father says grace,” Mama scolded. “When will you learn manners? You’re filthy. You can go sit in the corner and eat.” 

“Aw,” Raoul grumbled.

He filled his plate full of food and found a bench in the corner of the room by the window nook. Seated alone in the corner, Raoul watched his family settle at the table. He shrugged off feelings of separation. This is the thanks I get for saving the castle. 

After Papa said grace for his family’s blessings, all repeated, “Amen.” 

Raoul fingered his meat and turnips and gave slivers to his dogs, who nudged onto his lap. As he ate, he watched the falcon circle the field beyond the bailey gate and wondered if there were other treasures he might find by the river.

After dinner, when the hot water in a round wooden tub cooled to a suitable temperature for bathing, Raoul submerged his body, and it felt good. He had to admit he liked bathing. However, it was Mama’s scrubbing with the hard ball of fat and salt which caused him to squirm.

“Ouch, that hurts!” he cried out.

“If a strong warrior can’t handle a scrubbing from his mother, then he isn’t worth the rust on his sword,” Mama said.  

Raoul sunk in the tub. “I can wash myself.”

“Not when there is mud in places God doesn’t even look,” she said.

When she was done scrubbing his head and hair, Mama dumped a bucket of water over his head, a torturous fate for this 10-year-old warrior. He spit out water that had dripped into his mouth.

“There. You can dry off and dress yourself. Bedtime awaits, Your Majesty,” Mama teased.

Raoul stood in the tub. His body chilled with goosebumps, as he awaited the blanket Mama draped over his shoulders. When he stepped out of the tub, he reached for his rusty Viking sword and assaulted the air with a few slashes.

“Get dressed,” Mama scolded.

Although he hated to do it, he dropped the sword to the ground and flung an oversized tunic over his body. He regained possession of his sword, danced around the tub as if to attack Mama with a few swishes, then backed out of the room, preparing to take on invisible marauders. 

“Count Jacques and Duke Dumard, you can’t hide from me! I know of your treachery!” he yelled.

As he darted down the dark corridor of the castle with sword in hand, he felt emboldened to meet his destiny. He approached the door to the bedchamber he shared with his cousins and burst across the threshold to catapult himself onto his bed alongside Walter. 

“You’re not going to sleep with the sword, are you?” Walter asked. “You could impale us.”

Raoul sighed, relaxing his grasp on the handle and setting it under the bed. Surely, he could trust his cousins not to steal it. 

Walter rolled onto his back and stared dreamily at the ceiling. “Tomorrow, will you show me where you found the sword. I want one for myself.” 

“Sure, we can go on a pilgrimage to the marsh together,” Raoul said.

Walter turned excitedly on his side. “Do you think you and I will go on actual pilgrimages together when we are older? Do you want to go to Jerusalem like my father and the Duke of Normandy?”

“I don’t know.” Raoul said, “Don’t you miss your father when he's gone? I would miss mine terribly.”

“Yes. I do wish he was around more like your father. I do miss him,” Walter said.

The bedchamber door opened. Raoul heard the scampering of paws, then Cheval and Porc leaped on the bed with them. He nestled between his dogs, dreaming of the possibility of what he and Walter might find tomorrow. 
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An Interesting Discovery
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A chorus of boys sang sweet melodic chants that echoed through the abbey. The sound calmed Raoul's rambunctiousness. He leaned forward on the wobbly wooden bench, rested his arms on the banister and gazed down from the balcony to the servants below. From above, he noticed their servant, Emilde, seated with her family. She was of marrying age and there were rumors around the village that several men had already requested her hand. 

Raoul leaned back and saw Walter slouched in his seat asleep. Bootlicker Ralph listened intently to the sermon, while his sisters, Adela and Aumule, stalked handsome young men with their eyes from the bench behind him. Aunt Goda slumped forward with her Bible on her lap. She’s asleep. An amused smile crossed Raoul’s face until he received a stern glance from Mama. 

“You said Viking women fought in battles alongside the men,” he whispered to Papa, who was sitting beside him.

“Yes. They called their warrior women shieldmaidens. These women fought and died alongside their men,” Papa whispered. 

“Why?” Raoul asked.

Papa was slow to respond, then said, “I suspect for love and loyalty to their men.”

Raoul cocked his head to the side. “Love?”

“They were different people with different ways. Prayed to pagan gods. They lived and loved differently.” Papa said and turned Raoul’s head back to face the pulpit and the priest’s sermon. “How about paying attention to your prayers instead of the life of pagans.” 

Papa’s answer sparked his imagination. He leaned forward again, this time he closed his eyes and listened to the sweet melody of the Gregorian chants and dreamed of meeting a Viking shieldmaiden.

Walter lifted his head and yawned. He nudged Raoul’s arm. “Let’s search for Viking treasure after Mass,” he whispered. 

Raoul flitted his eyes open. “Sure.”

Walter set his elbows on the banister of the balcony. “I wonder what we will find. I hope another sword, but maybe actual treasure like gold coins or silver chalices.”

Raoul sighed, uninterested. He’d already found his most treasured prize, his sword. What could be better than a sword? “If there was a sword, I am sure there are other treasures in the river,” he said.

“Boys, shush,” Mama scolded quietly from behind.

Raoul glanced back and met Mama’s glare and the smirks of his sisters. He rolled his eyes in defiance. 

Shortly after lunch, Raoul and Walter set out on their pilgrimage to the Somme River in search of more Viking treasure. Raoul set his prized sword in his scabbard and slung the leather strap over his shoulder. He strode with the purpose of a King, while Walter skipped happily alongside the yapping dogs, Cheval and Porc. 

“What treasure do you think we will find?” Walter asked. “I want to find a sword, so I can defend the castle too.”

“I thought you wanted gold coins,” Raoul said.

“That too,” Walter said excitedly. “Gold coins and a sword so I can be King.”

Raoul gripped his leather strap across his chest and said, “There can be only one King.”

Walter huffed. “So, what am I? Your page? You can be King of Valois, and I can be King of Amiens. You are, of course, a visitor to my land and a guest at my father’s castle.”

“Alright. You can be King of Amiens,” Raoul said with a sigh. 

As the river came into view, Raoul and Walter sprinted ahead with pure excitement toward the marsh with Cheval and Porc barking and running at their heels, nearly taking them off their feet. 

They arrived at the bank – clear and shallow along the marshy edge and deeper in the middle. With the eyes of a seasoned warrior, Raoul surveyed the entire scene – downstream, where the sun glinted on the water with flecks of gold; above, the cloudless sky and bright blinding sun; upriver, darkened as it bent into the shade of a large tree and the water below him, staining the tips of his leather boots. Raoul wondered which way destiny was to pull him today. Would this be another day of saving the castle? Maybe today I will rescue a pretty damsel, or better yet, maybe I will meet a shieldmaiden to fight alongside me. 

“Where do we start looking?” Walter asked.

Raoul slipped off his leather boots and rolled up his leggings above his ankles. “Anywhere. I found the sword submerged over there in the water,” he said pointing to his left, as he waded into the water.

His purpose was to find the treasure of the sunken Viking ship, or better yet, and his heart burst with excitement at the thought, to find the ship itself. He sloshed through the water and came to a small island. 

“I proclaim this island for Valois!” Raoul yelled.

“You can have it! Consider it a gift from the King of Amiens!” Walter shouted from the riverbank as he searched the tall grass.

“Anything I find on the island, or its surrounding waters is mine!” Raoul yelled.

“Sure!” Walter yelled back.

With each step, Raoul studied the land and the water, at times overturning a stone and flicking his finger in the water. Soon, disappointment hit as he realized the island was barren of any treasure.

“Raoul! I found a dagger stuck in the ground!” Walter yelled, then his voice grew more urgent.

“Raoul! Raoul! You must come now! Now!” 

Raoul breathed a deep sigh and reluctantly sloshed his way back through the shallow water toward Walter, where he found his cousin, pale and trembling. 

“What? What is it?” Raoul asked.

A whine emerged from Walter’s lips, as he pointed in the direction of the trunk of a dead, mangled ash tree that extended far to the sky. Its trunk and limbs were dull gray with jagged branches. Many strange etchings scarred the trunk of the tree. A raven perched on the branch and CAWED.

Raoul gulped down feelings of eeriness and shook off a nervous shudder. He stepped through the grass till he came upon the dagger thrust into the earth and marveled at the ornately carved pummel and the well-preserved grip. The decorations were similar to his sword. It must have been Viking too.  He wrapped his palm around the grip and felt it to be ice cold, which was strange since it was summertime. His gaze traveled upward to the dead tree where the raven CAWED once again. At its base, Raoul saw what frightened Walter – a rusted and decayed Viking helmet. Upon closer inspection, he saw it contained a skull. At first his heart leaped with fright. He had never seen the skull of a man before. But then his curiosity took over, as he inspected the skull further – it’s empty eye and nose socket, and straight, full set of teeth. Who was this fellow and how did he wind up here? Raoul wondered.
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With his hands pressed to his thighs, Raoul turned back to Walter. “Where’s the rest of him?”

Walter trembled at the sight of the skull. “How am I supposed to know? I didn’t kill him!” 

Raoul’s eyes drifted behind Walter and saw Porc gnawing on what looked like a long stick. 

“Walter, get that from Porc!” Raoul yelled.

Walter’s head whipped around. Porc was shaking his head with a leg bone in his jaws. 

“No way, you get it.” Walter cried.

“You can either tend to the skull or the leg, which do you prefer?”

Walter huffed, then chased after Porc, tugging at the bone to remove it from the dog’s mouth. 

“Come, Porc, don’t be a pig,” Walter said.

While Walter tended to the leg bone, Raoul carefully pulled the dagger from the earth and when he did the skull coughed and mist plumed from its mouth. 

“Baarrain fffrrrozen,” the skull gurgled.

Raoul bolted up, staring dumfounded, with the ice-cold dagger in his hand. He held out the dagger toward Walter. “Um, Walter, hold this please.” 

Walter juggled the dagger in his hands as if it was too hot to touch. “It’s like an icicle.”
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“PUT IT IN YOUR SHEATH,” Raoul said hastily. He was now more concerned with the gurgling skull on the ground. He lifted it from the grass for a better look. 

The jaw of the skull moved and uttered a plea, “H...h-help mmmmeeee.”

Raoul froze, terrified, and dropped the skull to the ground. 

“Ouch,” The skull grumbled, then coughed an icy mist. 

Raoul stood staring at the skull whose jaw was chattering. “Walter, come here! Now!”

Walter shuffled over hesitantly and studied the skull. “Poor man.”

“It spoke to me,” Raoul said, not believing his own words.

Walter laughed. “You’re imagining things.”

“H...help mmeee,” the skull mumbled.

Walter’s eyes bulged. “What do we do?”

Raoul glanced around the marsh for something to set the skull on. He noticed a limestone boulder to use as a pedestal. Without further thought, he picked up the skull and rushed through the grass where he set it on top. 

“Ah, the summer sun thaws my bones,” the skull grumbled.

Raoul perched before the skull. “Uh, you said you wanted our help? How can we help you?”

“Wa-water,” the skull stammered. “I...I nnneed wwwater.”

“He needs water!” Raoul cried out to Walter and when he was slow to react, he turned around and issued the order louder. “WATER, Walter!”  

Walter scurried through the marsh to meet Raoul and the skull and handed him a leather canteen. 

“He has no body. Where is the water to go?” Walter asked.

“He asked for water, we give him water,” Raoul said.

Raoul uncorked the canteen and poured water into the gaping mouth of the skull where it mysteriously vanished.

“Wow! Did you see that? The water disappeared in the skull’s mouth. What kind of magic is this?” Walter asked.

“I don’t know. Let’s find out,” Raoul said, then leaned toward the skull. “How do you feel now?” 

There was no response from the skull.

Raoul stood alongside Walter as the two watched, unsure what to do next. 

Finally, the skull spoke again, “I feel...I feel...incomplete.”

Walter nudged Raoul and whispered, “Well, he is a skull with no body.”

“Do you want us to find the rest of your body? Do you want us to put you back together?” Raoul asked.

Again, a slow reply from the skull. “F...freedom. I am stuck in my skull,” he gurgled.

Raoul and Walter exchanged curious glances, then Raoul peered inside the skull’s empty eye sockets. 

“I don’t see you in there,” Raoul said.

“M...my sp...spirit,” the skull sputtered. “Please, I am dying in here. I need to get out.”

“We can shake you. Will that help free your spirit?” Raoul asked.

The skull coughed and groaned. “If only it were that simple.”

Walter grasped Raoul’s sleeve. “I think it’s time to go home. A sword, a few coins—I didn’t ask for a talking skull.”

“This is far better than treasure,” Raoul said, “This is adventure, a mission.” His stance straightened. “Purpose. We can save this man. I mean we can save his skull and free his spirit...somehow.”

Walter tugged on Raoul’s sleeve, drawing him away from the skull for a bit of privacy. “Cousin, how are we going to save a Viking skull?” he whispered.

“We won’t know until he tells us,” Raoul said.

Cheval and Porc’s barks alerted them to an intruder in their midst. Raoul lifted the skull and hugged it close to his chest. 

“We can learn more from him back at the castle,” Raoul said.

“Yes, let’s go,” Walter said, a little relieved. 

Soon enough the two found themselves back on the path along the river, heading toward the castle.

“You there!” a girl’s voice cried out.

Both boys spun around to face a girl. She wasn’t the friendliest of girls, and no damsel in distress. She pointed a sword with an elaborately decorated handle – like the one Raoul found in the river – at them. 

“Who are you? What are you doing here?” the girl asked. 

Walter stammered an incoherent answer. “We, uh, well, uh...” 

“Well, speak up, boy,” the girl demanded.

Raoul tucked the skull behind his back and admired the girl. She reminded him of a Viking shieldmaiden. The girl had long blonde braids and cherry-colored cheeks. She didn’t wear the dress of a young lady but the tunic and leggings of a boy. 

“Bonjour, I am Raoul of Valois. This is my cousin, Walter of Amiens,” he said and beamed a friendly smile.

“Bonjour Ra-ooouuul,” she said pressing the tip of her blade to his chest. “You and your cousin are trespassing on my father’s land.”

“We were looking for...” Raoul paused, not sure if he should mention treasure.

“F-food. Hunting,” Walter stuttered a response. “We lost our way. We apologize. Won’t happen again.”

“Oh, really,” the girl said daringly, “What’s that you’re holding behind your back?”

Raoul didn’t know what to do. Should I share the secret of the talking skull with the armed girl? He wondered, but before he could decide, the skull grew icy in his hand and had a strange vibration. When he presented the skull to the girl, golden, icy mist bore from the skull’s eye sockets, then let out a blood-curdling SCREECH, followed by a SNEEZE and COUGH, so loud it rattled tree branches. 

Crows CAWED and birds fluttered from treetops. 

Cheval and Porc HOWLED.

Walter SCREAMED.

Raoul SCREAMED.
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THE GIRL SCREAMED and ran off into the woods.

Raoul and Walter sprinted back along the riverbank, across the field to where the castle came into view. They sprinted past the rampart gate and through the bailey into the stable, not stopping until they reached safety, hiding in an empty stall.

Walter bent over wheezing, and when he finally caught his breath, he stood straight with his hands on his hips. “What was that noise? It was out of this world.”

“Well, he is...well...a skull,” Raoul said clutching the skull between his hands. “We need to hide it before anyone knows we found it.”

“Why?” Walter asked.  

“The skull is not safe in the hands of anyone but you and I,” Raoul said, as he peeked out of the stall and around the stable. “Quick. Find a sack to put it in.”

“Raoul! Walter!” Mama called from outside. 

“Quick. Hurry,” Raoul said to Walter, who rummaged around the stable searching for something in which to hide the skull.

“Boys!” Mama continued to call.

“Hurry!” Raoul urged in a whisper.

Walter scoured the stable and found a nearly empty bag of feed. He dumped the remaining food in the trough. Raoul dumped the skull inside, as Mama’s shadow neared the stable entrance. He gripped the bag, while Walter fidgeted nervously, yet both attempted to be casual. 

“Raoul!” Mama’s voice growing closer. “Walter!”

The two took a deep breath and presented themselves as two upstanding young noble sons. 

“Yes, Mama?” Raoul asked nonchalantly.

“What are you boys doing?” Mama asked.

Walter let out an awkward laugh. “Not hiding a talking skull, if that’s what you’re thinking,” he said.

Raoul nudged Walter with his elbow. “Looking for more Viking treasure,” he said managing his best innocent.

“Ah, and have you boys returned with more riches?” Mama asked.

Both boys glanced sideways at each other. 

Raoul gripped the bag, sensing the heaviness of the skull. “Interesting rocks is all. Nothing special,” he said. There was no way he was going to able to explain a talking skull to Mama. 
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The Talking Skull’s Tale
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​

A short time later, Raoul joined his family in the solar for supper with the skull in the bag. He clutched the skull close to his chest, as he slid into his seat alongside Papa. Last thing he wanted to do was to bring attention to himself and the bag with a talking skull. 

Papa nodded toward the lump inside the bag. “I see you found more treasure today.” 

Raoul shrugged. “I wouldn’t call it treasure.” He reached for his cup filled with cider and took a sip. “Interesting discovery, that’s all.” 

“Perhaps you could have left your interesting discovery in your room. Surely, you can be without it while we eat,” Mama said.

Raoul caught the curious glances of Aunt Goda, Adela and Aumule. “I prefer to keep it with me,” he said exchanging sideways glances with Walter.

Hugging the skull on his lap Raoul felt the skull’s open eye sockets and nose through the bag, and yet he couldn’t help but imagine the skull as a living person and someone in need of guarding. He didn’t know what to say. The talking skull had left him speechless.

“It must be a prized discovery, or else it wouldn’t need such protection,” Papa said.

Raoul nodded. “Right, Papa.”

As Papa issued a mealtime prayer for the bounty of food set on the table, Raoul prayed the skull would remain quiet. Please, no shrieking. No wailing. He could only imagine the reaction of his family if the skull were to expose itself in such a way. A smirk crossed his face imagining the horror in Mama’s eyes, his sisters’ cries, Theo’s scream, Aunt Goda fainting and, of course, his cousin, Ralph’s, dumbfounded reaction if the skull were to wail. 

“Amen,” his family said when Papa ended the prayer.

“Amen,” Raoul muttered, thankful the skull remained silent.

Raoul loaded his plate with a piece of bread, a serving of catfish, turnips and a handful of grapes. He fed himself with one hand while he secured the skull with his other hand. Then the skull vibrated. Oh no!

“Is that tarragon I smell?” the skull asked in a gurgled voice. 

Walter whipped his head around and stared at Raoul, then gazed downward at the burlap bag.

“Excuse me?” Mama asked. 

Raoul choked on his food and drank a bit of cider to wash it down. “Err, tarragon? Is that the herb used on the catfish?” he asked in a gurgled voice, mimicking the skull.

“Raoul, I didn’t know your taste buds were so keen,” Aunt Goda said.

“Yes, Aunt Goda. I am quite fond of tarragon,” Raoul said.

“Fire-roasted catfish in buttery tarragon sauce. Smells like the feasts of Valhalla?” the skull grumbled from the burlap sack. 

Raoul belched and covered the mouth of the skull with his hand. “Fire roasted catfish in buttery tarragon sauce. It is very good.”

“Raoul!” Mama scolded. “Watch your manners.”

Raoul didn’t anticipate the next challenge that scampered into the room. His dogs, Cheval and Porc, sniffed around the table looking for scraps from their young master’s plate. But Porc found something more interesting to sniff and nipped at the skull’s bag.

“Porc, you pig. Get away,” Raoul said, as he brushed his dog’s snout away from the skull. 

His entire family stared at him. Raoul sighed. It had been a long, eventful day and he was exhausted. All he wanted was for supper to be over so he could be with the skull in privacy.

After supper, the family retreated to their private chambers. Raoul and Walter returned to the bedchamber they shared. Safe from prying eyes, Raoul removed the skull from the bag and placed it on a table by the hearth. He pulled up a stool and sat facing the skull.

“What if Ralph walks in?” Walter asked.

Raoul glanced over his shoulder at the darkened doorway. “Keep an eye out. We will see if someone's near with the light of their candle.” 

A gurgling voice emanated from the skull. “W-wiiine.”

“Did it just ask for wine?” Walter asked.

Raoul leaned toward the skull, eager for more conversation. “Yes. I believe so,” he said, then asked the skull. “Did you say you want wine?”

“Y-yes, I like French wine,” the skull grumbled. 

“Get wine for the skull,” Raoul said to Walter.
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