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EDITORIAL 

  

This week, xenophobic terror descends into bathos on the Tube, space vampires attack the 

good ship Samaritan, a young boy sees something terrible in a pond, and on escaping a 

pursuing pack, four young adventurers learn that there are worse things than wolves in the 

woods. 

 

In The Battle of Callisto, Ward and Mud rampage through the Grand Marquis. The tale of the 

Spectre Barber concludes, bringing an end to this classic collection of Gothic tales. The 

settlers on Lincoln Island further explore their new home. And Blind Olaf gives judgement. 

 

—Gavin Chappell 

 

Now Available from Rogue Planet Press: 
 

Hammer of the Gods II: Ragnarok 
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THE WOMAN IN THE BURKA by Stephen Hernandez 

 

She sat directly opposite from me while we were on the tube. Her eyes were downcast most 

of the time, but that was not surprising. Nobody makes eye contact on the underground. You 

read a book or the free Metro newspaper, listen to music on your telephone or iPod with your 

eyes closed, or gaze vaguely into the distance, like a really old person, sitting in a deckchair 

staring out to sea—anything to avoid eye contact. I’m sure it must be worse for women, with 

some men just making eye contact with their busts or legs. On top of that, she was wearing a 

full burka, so she was getting hostile stares from several of the passengers. Muslims were not 

exactly popular at that moment. Isis had just committed the worst terrorist attack in 21st 

Century Europe’s history in Paris, and the population of London was still in a state of shock 

and fear. Wearing a burka on the Victoria line in the middle of the rush hour was probably 

not a wise fashion choice, even if it was your religion and you respected it. 

 

My eyes were drawn to her as if the burka held a magnetic force all of its own. I knew I 

wasn’t the only one. Other eyes in the carriage were upon her, shining like lasers, and some 

were notable for the open malice they contained. A skinhead with a swastika tattooed in the 

middle of his forehead, a la Charles Manson, was staring maliciously at her, obviously 

willing her to look back at him so he could intimidate her more. I too avoided the skinhead’s 

eyes. I did not want to be a companion in his racist hatred (I disliked racism intensely, being 

black, I had suffered enough of it myself), but I felt something—a stirring, a flicker of 

recognition: the capacity for violence, propelled by paranoia.  

 

In normal circumstances I would have felt sorry for the woman. But these were not normal 

circumstances, and how could I even tell if it was a woman? The burka made the form 

underneath the clothing indistinguishable and I could only just make out the eyes under the 

veil, which might be the only clue. They were brown, practically black, but they could have 

been a man’s or woman’s. She, if it was a she, kept her head lowered most of the time, only 

raising it occasionally to glance at the passing stations. Where was she heading? My guess 

was the end of the line—Brixton, like me. I looked at the feet. They were small, but were 

they small enough to definitely be a woman’s? I decided she had to be a woman. I had never 

heard of a jihadist (if indeed that was what he / she / it / was), disguising themselves as a 

woman. I realised suddenly I was making uncalled for preconceptions. It was wrong, terribly 

wrong. 

 

Why didn’t she at least keep her head raised and just close her eyes? It wasn’t as if you could 

see much of them anyway under that veil. It was as if she were wearing sunglasses. The arms 

were crossed and the hands folded flat under each other. Were they hiding something? On her 

lap was a large hand bag. The bag would disguise any movement she made with her hands. 

Had she deliberately placed it in that position? I could swear that the bag was moving 

slightly, or was it her hands trembling beneath it. Could it really be a suicide bomber? Now I 

knew I was definitely starting to get paranoid. But judging by the look of my fellow 

passengers—I was not the only one. 

 

The train stopped at Warren Street. As usual, few people got on or off. I found myself willing 

her to get off, for the sake of my nerves if nothing else. But she sat quite still, her head 

alternately staring straight ahead or bent as if in prayer. I started to think: which station would 

I choose if I were a suicide bomber on the Victoria Line? I instinctively knew the answer: 

Victoria itself. It would cause the most carnage and chaos. I put the terrible thought out of my 

mind. Had I really suddenly become some sort of racist? I had always deplored such people. 
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Just because a woman was wearing a burka did not mean she hated the West, it just meant 

she respected her religion. What was wrong with that? Except that religious ideology can be 

taken too far. And now, with the advent of the Islamic State, it had. Ordinary people were 

now frightened and suspicious of anything remotely Islamic. 

 

A couple who were sitting near me were whispering in each other’s ears. But not low enough 

that I could not make out the hushed words: ‘Transport Police.’ We were nearing Victoria 

station. Now the stares were not just coming from our carriage. Word seemed to have spread. 

People were already getting up from their seats and they were deliberately queuing at the far 

end carriage doors, as far away from the suspicious woman as possible. There was even a 

crush forming. There were always a lot of commuters getting off at Victoria, and the middle 

double doors were usually favourite exit points, but they were near the woman in the burka. 

She was sitting on the seat right next to the middle exit door on the left of the carriage. The 

side the doors opened at Victoria.  

 

She did not move from her seat and with a feeling of dread, I watched for any movement of 

her hands. People horridly got off and other people hurriedly got on. The warning bleeps 

sounded, and the doors closed on the freshly boarded passengers. The train moved off with a 

slight jerk. I now felt sure that she was going all the way to Brixton. I wondered about getting 

off at the next station: Pimlico, or moving to another carriage. Would being in another 

carriage protect me from a bomb blast? I wondered. Probably not, I concluded. We were near 

the front of the train. It would just mean I would be burnt alive, die of smoke inhalation, or be 

crushed. None of them sounded particularly appetising. I still remember the horror of King’s 

Cross. You could smell the smoke for weeks afterwards. It lingered there, no matter how 

much the place was ventilated. It was a macabre reminder of the horror that had taken place 

in that underground mass grave. Every passenger at that time moved faster through Kings 

Cross than any of the other stations. That dreaded smell always seemed to cling to one’s 

clothes for hours afterwards. 

 

The new passengers who had got on at Victoria had not had the time to take in the scenario 

and the empty seats by the side of the woman in the burka were soon occupied. It was not for 

long though. People discreetly moved seats or got up to stand by the exit doors. The woman 

in the burka seemed not to notice. She kept her eyes pointed rigidly ahead. I could imagine 

her jaw set just as firmly underneath the veil. She must have felt the animosity surrounding 

her like a physical presence, pressing in on her from all sides as if a vice of pure hatred was 

trying to squeeze the life out of her and her religion. 

 

I closed my eyes. I could not bear to watch anymore. At every stop my heart thundered in my 

chest. Then eventually, after the few stops in between the end of the line, we neared Brixton. 

There was the inevitable stop in the darkness of the tunnel before reaching the station proper. 

I had made the journey so many times that the small delay was practically a ritual part of any 

Brixton trip. It always seemed fairly innocuous. I usually used the small space of time to see 

if I had left anything and to collect my thoughts. But today the short wait seemed 

interminable. Even the driver’s reassuring voice that we would be on the move again shortly 

seemed full of doom. The woman was starting to fidget now and seemed to grab the bag more 

firmly. And I was becoming more and more unsettled. 

 

It was just as we had pulled into Brixton that it happened. Three men suddenly launched 

themselves into the carriage. All three were dressed in dark track suits. 
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One of them yelled in the loudest voice I had ever heard: ‘SAS! Everyone on the floor.’ 

 

Another of the men put a large gun against the woman’s head. ‘Not you. You don’t move a 

finger,’ he shouted in her ear.  

 

As I threw myself to the floor, I caught a glimpse of her trembling uncontrollably. She wasn’t 

the only one. Everyone in the carriage was shaking with fear. I think everyone thought they 

were going to die.  

 

The SAS man shouted at the woman in the burka to raise her hands very slowly and place 

them behind her head. She did as she was told. I felt like shutting my eyes but found I 

couldn’t. It was as if I was hypnotised. I just couldn’t tear my eyes away from the scene that 

was unfolding before my eyes. Any second, I expected to see the woman’s brains splattered 

against the carriage’s window. Another of the men tentatively put the barrel of his pistol 

against the bag and lifted the flap. Then the most incongruous sight in the world met my eyes. 

I think it was the same for the SAS men, hardened as they were. The tiny head of a kitten 

poked its way out. It gave out a pathetic little squeak.  

 

I suppose in any other situation, say if I was watching a movie, it would be extremely funny. 

But this was real life and I was close to shitting myself. 

 

The SAS man stared at the kitten in disbelief. ‘What the fuck is this? Some kind of sick 

joke?’ 

 

Finally, in the ominous silence, the woman in the burka spoke, ‘It’s a cat. I took for 

injections. Did not know if they allow on underground.’ 

 

‘What else is in the bag?’ the SAS demanded. 

 

‘Blanket for cat and purse.’ She moved one of her arms as if she were going to show him. 

 

‘Don’t move a muscle or I’ll blow your fucking brains out!’ the SAS man shouted at her. 

 

One of the other SAS ordered us out of the carriage. We didn’t need to be asked twice. 

Brixton station was full of transport police and men in what looked like bloated khaki 

spacesuits. I guessed they were the bomb squad. Perhaps they were going to defuse the kitten. 

The ridiculous thought mixed with the relief made me giggle out loud. One of the policemen 

gave me an odd look.  

 

‘You’re in shock, mate,’ he said, taking me by the arm, and escorting me up the escalator into 

a waiting ambulance. 

 

THE END 

 

NOW AVAILABLE FROM ROGUE PLANET PRESS: 

http://www.lulu.com/shop/rogue-planet-press/hammer-of-the-gods/paperback/product-22974027.html
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THE SAMARITAN by Gary Murphy 

 

The British/American vessel had been drifting in this vicinity of space for the last three 

weeks or so, as the crew scoured part of the Solar System in search of rogue ships containing 

the terrible virus which, already, had wiped out many interplanetary civilizations across this 

quarter of our forever expanding universe. 

 

Presently, Earth was embroiled in a globally aggressive economic crisis as the Super Powers, 

the United States, Russia and China, tried to interfere with each other’s military might. The 

truth was these so-called Super Powers had failed to even solve their own domestic problems, 

yet were willing enough to intervene and try to screw up each other’s affairs. They never 

seemed to identify these problems or look closer to home. 

 

It seemed space was the bastion of peace now, silent and empty. 

 

If only this was the case… 

 

The vessel from Earth was called The Samaritan—named so because it was on a mission to 

resolve things in the Solar System, and make it a safer and happier place for all those that 

navigated it, those searching to up sticks and create digs upon newly-discovered stars 

asteroids, or those planets with oxygen that were capable of sustaining human lives, an 

atmosphere closer to that of planet Earth, or a place in space for those who sought a new 

exotic sanctuary. It was the best option for those wanting just a better quality of life. 

 

The Samaritan was suddenly wracked with a tremor. 

 

A huge ship, it took SOMETHING BIG to cause this tremor. 

 

In the control-room, Captain Luther addressed his crew of twelve, and the working crew of 

eight in what was simply termed ‘the boiler room’ in the ship’s flank, that maintained the 

technical workings of The Samaritan. 

 

Luther contacted Bronson in the View Finder Room, a man originally born and raised in 

Manchester, in the UK, who saw everything for miles, incoming and out-coming in a massive 

screen stored high up in the mission ship’s watchtower. 

 

He said, “Bronson, what the Hell is happening? Have we been hit? I saw nothing on the 

starboard screens, just an orange glow that zipped past like a meteor. Did that thing strike The 

Samaritan?” 

 

Reluctantly, Bronson replied, “Sir, I think the ship is under occupation. An alien craft has 

struck the docking bay, and blew out all CCTV in that vicinity. But audio remains…and if 

I’m not wrong, going by audio alone, there is a chronic infestation on board The Samaritan. 

They’re spreading throughout our vessel, sir…” Bronson began to weep and sob, “…Sir, I 

think it could be the infected ones, and we’re all going to die…” 

 

Angry, Luther said, “Pull yourself together, man, nobody is going to die. We have weapons 

and gasses procured to disable the vampire virus…gasses that dissolve their flesh and rot 

their fetid old bones!” 
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“The gasses are contained in Quarter Four, though…” Bronson sobbed, a man frightened for 

his life. 

 

“So…?” 

 

“So…the docking bay is a mere few feet away, which means the crew cannot reach the 

gasses, because the infected ones are located in that area and have direct and priority access 

only, blocking the way of the crew.” 

 

A female crew member in the control-room with Luther said, “Sir, they’re outside the door. 

They’re about to enter the room—the viral vampires, perhaps thirty to fifty of them!” Her 

name was Heather, Swedish by birth, a qualified pharmacist and doctor. 

 

Luther said, “But they can’t get in, right?” 

 

“Only if they fathom out the access codes, sir…otherwise, they cannot enter the control room 

and get to us. But chances are, the virus is already in the ship’s air-supply and atmosphere 

and that alone can affect humanoids, either eliminate humanoid life as we know it on The 

Samaritan, or convert us into vampires like them.” 

 

Luther punched the wall with his right fist. Angrily, he said, “Damn it, we’re all 

doomed…we don’t stand a chance!” 

 

Heather smiled, though. She said, “The gasses are in the pipelines throughout The Samaritan, 

stored there in the event this scenario should occur and we find ourselves in such hot water. 

We can hit the red switch and the gasses will take effect on the intruders. Also, Bronson can 

switch on the CCTV and relay video to us here from cameras outside the entrance, just so we 

can watch those bastards perish and die.” 

 

Luther clapped his hands and said, “Why not mention this earlier?” 

 

“Always like to keep my audiences riveted, sir!” 

 

Luther addressed Bronson on the wrist intercom once more. He said, “Bronson, activate 

CCTV outside the control-room entrance, whilst we in here activate the combative gasses and 

butcher these bloodsucking motherfuckers once and for all.” 

 

Heather nodded to the crew as a matter of warning. All sat there in their seats nervously, 

somehow expecting the worse, just then as video scrambled the airwaves and came up on the 

screens before them courtesy of Ship CCTV. 

 

Heather hit the button, just then when the nerve gas emerged from the entire ship’s pipeline. 

Fortunately, this did not affect humans, just the ones struck by the virus, like the 

interplanetary vampire contagion invading The Samaritan. 

 

Luther chuckled and said, “We have lift off, folks!” Some of the crew laughed with him. 

 

On the big screen, the vampires’ white, naked and misshapen bodies twisted and warped as 

the lethal gas took effect. Many clutched their throats, others’ chests and backs heaved as 

they struggled to breathe. This lot were dying where they stood; they perished in various 
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places around The Samaritan. Out of desperation perhaps, some of the vampires refused to 

give up on their diet of flesh and blood. Luther grimaced and others gasped as one particular 

creature reached across to another and sank its teeth into its neck, ripping the flesh like damp 

paper as it caught festooning sprays of blood in its yawning mouth. Some of the killers 

screamed in agony as they writhed and flailed as the gas filled their lungs and eliminated 

them where they stood or lay and rolled about in agony, sucking in and draining every drop 

of oxygen their lungs could muster, yet the gas was simply too much and only served to 

constrict and crush their ribcages. The vampire crowd struggled in the corridor outside the 

control-room and attacked each other, in one final flood of blood and rotting flesh. 

 

Luther spoke into the wrist intercom, somewhat shocked, “Bronson, in five minutes precisely, 

I want you to activate oxygen vents on the ship, just so the dead vampires can be sucked from 

the corridor and deposited amid space dust and debris, so that neatness and cleanliness—and 

good health—will prevail. Do this and I’ll be a happy Captain, Bronson!” 

 

“I’ll do just that, sir!” Bronson affirmed with vigorous enthusiasm. 

 

In the control-room, everything returned to normality, or as close to normality as possible for 

a ship floating in deep space. 

 

Luther looked across at Heather and caught her gaze. The couple smiled each other’s way. 

Both crew members were married on Earth and yet Earth was far, far away, and yes, it would 

take many years until they returned. Men and women had urges… 

 

But Heather Anderson M.D. noticed something strange about Captain Luther. It was 

something nobody else had noticed. She screamed and pointed the finger at him from across 

the control-room floor. 

 

“He’s been affected by the virus—which surely meant the virus was in the room, in the ship, 

and poisoning every human in its proximity.” 

 

Puzzled, Luther said, “What the Hell is wrong with you people?” He observed a strange 

change in Heather, as her eyes yellowed and her teeth lengthened to reach down as far as her 

chin. But, now, he felt his own teeth grow, as they brushed past his lower-lip and chin.  

 

The whole crew was soon to follow. 

 

An urgent voice came across the intercom. It was Bronson, who said, “Are you sure I should 

activate the oxygen vents, Captain Luther?” 

 

Angrily, Luther said, “Activate the vents in the control-room as well, Bronson!” 

 

“But,” the young officer began, astonished, “It will suck you all into space. I’d be classified a 

murderer and executed by electric-chair back on Earth if I did that!” 

 

Luther yelled, “JUST DO IT, YOU FOOL! I WANT YOU TO DO IT WITH IMMEDIATE 

EFFECT OR I’LL HAVE YOU EXECUTED FOR INSUBORDINATION!” 

 

Unnerved, the boiler-room man hit the switch. 
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And a new, fresh swarm of interplanetary vampires occupied the immediate atmosphere. 

 

THE END 

 

Now available from Schlock! Publications: 

 
 

Return to Contents  

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Summer-Schlock-GK-Murphy-ebook/dp/B072Q2J21X/ref=sr_1_2?ie=UTF8&qid=1496401811&sr=8-2&keywords=summer+of+schlock


14 

 

APPARATUS HILL by David B Harrington  

 

When I was a young boy growing up in Jupiter, Florida, every spring break we used to pack 

up the station wagon and make the long drive up to my Uncle Bud’s farm in rural western 

Pennsylvania. On the edge of his ten-acre property was a place called Apparatus Hill, where I 

used to spend a good deal of my time bullfrogging in the old fishing hole. In the mid-70s, 

Apparatus Hill was the site of several reported cattle mutilations, which occurred at one of 

the neighbouring farms. My family never spoke of the mutilations when I was around, but I 

had heard. Uncle Bud didn’t have any livestock on his farm, just a few chickens. I remember 

collecting little grey toads in the grassy field and keeping them in jars until he finished 

mowing, sparing them from certain death. 

 

Over the years I had also heard talk about she who the locals referred to as the ‘Old Hagfish 

Lady’, a hideous half woman/half fish creature that supposedly lived in the pond up on 

Apparatus Hill. Some believed she was responsible for the mutilations and that she kept the 

severed cow heads as souvenirs. Sometimes as I lay awake at night I would hear strange 

wailing sounds coming from the woods to the back of the cornfields. When I asked my uncle 

about the noises he would just tell me that they were probably owls or coyotes howling at the 

moon, but I knew better. 

 

The year before my father passed away, which in fact was the last time I would ever see my 

Uncle Bud or his farm, I was out with my fishnet and bucket chasing bullfrogs late one 

afternoon when I heard something large splashing around in the water at the deep end of the 

pond. It sounded much too loud to be a bullfrog, and at first I thought it might be a beaver. I 

crouched down behind a tree stump, stood perfectly still, and listened for a minute. I looked 

around to see if I could see anything moving in the shadows. What I saw made me shudder. It 

was the figure of a woman bathing waist high in the murky water. She had long scraggly hair 

and on each side of her head where there should have been ears were long feathery gills. She 

must have sensed I was watching because she turned her head and slowly stood up. She was 

completely naked and had slimy green fish scales all over her body. She had to have been ten 

or twelve feet tall, because the water only came up to just above her knees! Suddenly a 

bullfrog plunged into the pond with a loud splash and she jerked her head around. I saw that 

as my chance to get out of there and ran as fast as I could back to the farmhouse and hid in 

the basement until dinner time. 

 

I had a hard time getting to sleep that night. The howling from the woods seemed more 

terrifying than ever. The next day my curiosity got the best of me, however, and after lunch I 

ventured back up to Apparatus Hill. The pond looked serene during the day and the trees 

were full of singing birds. I found a sturdy branch sticking up in the muck and sloshed over to 

the deep end of the pond with apprehension. There were lots of large rocks scattered about, so 

I climbed up on the biggest boulder I could find and started probing the stagnant water, 

gently swirling the algae around. I waited until the water was completely still again then 

lowered my head and peered in. Suddenly long wrinkly fingers reached up and grabbed my 

leg, pulling me under. I struggled to hold my breath as I fought frantically to keep my head 

above water. She loosened her grip and I clambered out of the pond, scared, shivering, and 

covered with slime, but lucky to escape with my life. I ran back to the farmhouse and hid 

under the covers for the rest of the day. I never told a soul about my terrifying encounter with 

the ‘Old Hagfish Lady’ that day. Nobody ever would have believed me anyway. The next 

morning my mother asked me why my clothes were soaking wet. I fibbed and told her I 
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slipped and fell into the pond while chasing a bullfrog. I never returned to Apparatus Hill 

again. 

 

THE END 
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DREAD LORD’S TOWER by Gavin Chappell 

 

Evening fell. They had been walking through the forest with only a few halts to burst blisters 

or to eat. Now the shadows lay across the dusty road as the sun set over the western hills. 

They had reached the head of a pass, and below them lay a valley, thickly wooded but with 

occasional clearings. Percy saw what looked like a large house or tower poking up above the 

trees, a long way away. Otherwise there was not a single sign of civilisation. It was utter 

wilderness. And it was getting cold. 

 

‘I wish the taverner could have given us a tent or something,’ he commented, shivering at a 

chill wind that moaned around the trees.  

 

‘Well, he didn’t,’ snapped Gerald tiredly. ‘We’d better find somewhere to bed down for the 

night. And get firewood.’ 

 

‘At least we’ve got food this time,’ said Norman. 

 

They camped a few yards from the king’s highway, on the green mossy banks of a stream 

that wound through the trees then down a waterfall into the valley below. As darkness fell, 

they blundered about looking for firewood while Percy tried to get a fire going. He was still 

trying when it became too dark to see the hand in front of his face. 

 

‘Shit,’ he cursed savagely. ‘I used to be able to do this.’ 

 

‘What we need is one of these wizards,’ said Brian. ‘They’d be able to magic up fire. I reckon 

I’ll become a wizard next.’ 

 

‘Let’s just eat and get to sleep,’ said Gerald. ‘Er, we might be best off, er, lying up against 

each other. For warmth! Nothing pervy.’ 

 

It was a cold night. Percy stopped worrying about what the others would think and lay up 

close to Gerald while Brian huddled next to him. It took him a long time to get to sleep, what 

with his shivering and Brian’s snores... 

 

 

 

Percy came to suddenly. For a moment he couldn’t work out what had woken him. Then it 

came again.  

 

The howl of a wolf, from the hill up above. Dread struck Percy’s heart. The moon still looked 

full, and it shone down on the dark forest. The wolf howled again and then it was echoed by 

what sounded like hundreds of others.  

 

Percy felt Brian leap up beside him. Gerald was muttering.  

 

‘Wolves,’ Norman said in an undertone. 

 

‘Loads of wolves,’ Brian whispered. 

 

‘Shit!’ said Gerald. ‘Let’s hope they don’t get our scent.’ 
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Percy heard a barking and snarling growing closer. 

 

‘I saw this documentary and it said that wolves aren’t a threat to people unless they’re 

starving,’ Norman gabbled anxiously. ‘They’re not like they are in fairy tales.’ 

 

Something large burst out of the undergrowth. Percy caught a waft of horrendous dog breath 

and suddenly his arm was gripped by powerful jaws. Terrified, helpless, he rolled over and 

over, tearing his arm from the grip of the unseen monster.  

 

Then more things were leaping out of the darkness, howling and snarling. 

 

‘Run for it!’ he yelled, and went bounding down the slope, cannoning into trees that were 

invisible in the dark, feeling his face whipped by unseen branches. The others ran with him. 

 

The wolves pursued. 

 

Sweat ran down Percy’s skin despite the night chill. His heart was booming in his chest, and 

he gasped for breath as he ran blindly through the dark forest. He could hear smashing, 

crashing sounds on either side that told him that his friends were somehow keeping pace with 

him. But the snarling and growling of the wolves at their heels was equally audible. Their 

pursuers didn’t seem to pause, didn’t give up. Percy’s legs were flailing, he kept stumbling 

over tree roots, his lungs were burning and every breath was an agony. He couldn’t go on! 

 

The slope began to level out now, and despite the pitch blackness beneath the trees, Percy 

could tell that they had reached the valley floor. The trees were less densely packed and he 

could see them dimly in the ghostly light of the moon, stretching away on every side like the 

pillars of some vast aisled hall. The dark shapes of his friends became visible, blundering 

through the gloom on either side; a snatched glance over his shoulder showed him that the 

wolves were still pursuing. Dark dog-like shapes leapt and raced across the ground towards 

them. Percy turned his head round and ran on.  

 

Of a sudden, the trees stopped. Ahead of them loomed a wall of darkness. Beyond it treetops 

were visible, black against the starry sky. But the dark wall, whatever it was, ran straight 

across their path. Percy halted in horror. The others copied him. 

 

‘What now?’ Gerald gasped. 

 

Uncertain, Percy swung round. Wolves raced relentlessly towards them. 

 

‘Fight them!’ Brian declared. 

 

‘Don’t be stupid, Brian!’ Percy said.  

 

He ran to the wall. On close inspection it proved to be made of stone. It rose to about ten or 

twelve feet high. ‘We need to get over this. If we get over it, the wolves won’t be able to 

follow us. They can’t climb...’ 

 

‘Get moving, then,’ said Gerald desperately.  
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He put his hands together as a stirrup and Percy stepped into it, reaching upwards as Gerald 

boosted him with all his might. Percy’s fingers scrabbled at rough stone and he seized 

desperately at a jutting stone, first with one hand then the other. The stone thrust out of the 

wall about seven feet above the ground, more than halfway up the wall. Stepping out of 

Gerald’s hands, he tested the wall for footholds. He could hear the wolves snarling behind 

them, heard Brian shouting... 

 

His feet secure in some kind of crack, he let go of the jutting rock with one hand and tried to 

find another handhold but found nothing. He looked back to see down below him Brian 

trying to fend off the wolves with his sword while Norman cowered away uselessly. Gerald 

was peering up at Percy. 

 

‘Get moving!’ he hissed. ‘Don’t fuck about!’  

 

Gritting his teeth, Percy tried to find a handhold with the other hand.  

 

The wolves were still snarling and snapping, and the others were trying to fight them off. 

Norman was crying out in fear now. Percy’s questing fingers found a handhold; he grabbed it 

and used it to balance himself as he pushed himself up with his other arm. Now Norman was 

wailing, Brian was screaming some kind of war-cry, and Gerald was bellowing at them both, 

but he kept breaking off as if he was under attack himself.  

 

Percy pulled his legs up, scrabbled for a foothold or at least a toehold, failed to find any. 

Desperately, he flailed at the stone above him with his right hand. For a moment he felt like 

he was going to fall. He grabbed at the stone and his fingers sank into a crevice. He made the 

mistake of looking down. 

 

Brian was flat on the ground now, struggling with two dark shapes that tore and clawed at 

him. Gerald was stabbing at one of them. Norman was trying to climb the wall. Wolves had 

gathered in a ring beneath Percy and were looking up at him, slavering. Percy almost wet 

himself. He raised his other hand and gripped the crevice with it, then hung by his fingers, his 

shoes scraping against the wall, which seemed suddenly devoid of footholds. The strain on 

his arms and shoulders was unbearable. 

 

Then he found the first handhold, the jutting piece of stone, and got his foot up on it. He 

panted with relief and used it to push himself further. His face rose above the top of the wall, 

and he caught a glimpse of parkland. He clung on, then brought up his right leg to the level of 

the top of the wall and managed to heave himself up and astraddle it.  

 

He frowned to see Norman had already got up there and was peering back down at the fight 

below. Then he leaned over and shouted, ‘Gerald! Brian! Get up the wall! Go the way 

Norman went! Norman, you show them.’ 

 

Gerald sheathed his sword and scrambled up the wall. It seemed to take him no time. Dimly, 

Percy realised that his own ascent had been over in a few seconds, even though it had seemed 

like several life-ages of the Earth. Now Brian tore himself away from the wolves and 

clambered after Gerald, pausing only to sheathe his bastard sword across his back and detach 

the more infatuated of the creatures from his trousers. 
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They all sat atop the wall as the wolves leapt and snapped at them, but they were too high for 

the monsters. Percy glared down at his tormentors. 

 

‘Fuck off!’ he snarled. The wolves were unimpressed by his invective, but it seemed they 

began to realise the futility of it all, and one by one they slunk into the cover of the distant 

undergrowth. One big wolf halted on the edge of the trees and looked back. Percy shivered as 

those glittering eyes seemed to bore into his brain, their malign intelligence plain to see. 

Then, with studied leisure, the wolf turned and trotted into the darkness. 

 

Gerald breathed a deep sigh. 

 

‘We got away.’ He sighed again. ‘They’ve gone.’ 

 

‘I don’t feel well,’ said Brian weakly.  

 

Percy saw that his trousers were torn and his legs were ripped and bloody. ‘We’d better get 

something done about that. Tito gave me some healing salves. They were in my backpack...’ 

He broke off, realising he’d left his backpack back at the temporary camp. ‘Shit,’ he said 

savagely. ‘I’ll just have to go back and find them.’ 

 

He jumped back down off the wall. The instant he hit the bottom, the darkness came alive as 

wolf-shapes streamed out of the trees. His hair stood on end. They’d been waiting for him! 

Panicking, he leapt back, grabbed for a handhold, hauled himself frantically up the wall with 

the snarls of the wolves ringing in his ears. As soon as he was close enough, Gerald and 

Norman reached down and dragged him up to join them.  

 

He straddled the wall and glared down at the wolves. They were waiting there, directly below 

him. His fingers plucked at the stones of the wall until he found one that was loose; he prised 

it out and flung it down. One wolf leapt back, and raced off yelping. The rest closed in and 

glared up at him, tongues lolling. 

 

‘We’re stuck,’ he said despairingly. ‘They’re going to keep us here until we faint of hunger 

and fall off.’ 

 

Gerald tapped him on the shoulder. ‘Why don’t we just go down the other side?’ he asked, as 

if it was obvious. Percy supposed it was. 

 

One by one, they leapt down into the woods beyond the wall. It was open between the trees, 

with a minimum of vegetation. Beyond the walls the forest was wild and tangled, but here it 

was well-maintained, like a park. The snarling of the wolves was still audible. Gerald gazed 

up at the wall. He reached out to touch it. 

 

‘That’s odd,’ he said as his hand fell away. Percy looked at him. 

 

‘What’s up?’ 

 

Gerald turned to face him. ‘This wall,’ he said. ‘On the outside there are handholds and 

toeholds...’ 

 

‘Not many!’ 
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Gerald ignored the interruption. ‘On this side,’ he went on, ‘it’s smooth. Touch it.’ 

 

Percy inspected the wall. This side the stone was smooth, even polished. He stroked it. 

‘Weird,’ he said. ‘You’d think if they could do this, they’d make it just as hard to climb on 

the outside.’ 

 

‘It’s as if they’re more interested in keeping something in than keeping people out,’ said 

Norman ominously. 

 

Brian was lying on the ground, grimly inspecting his mangled flesh. Percy turned to Gerald. 

‘You got any of that brandy or whatever it was Tito gave you?’ Gerald had taken a bottle of 

some kind of spirit from the taverner’s supplies. 

 

‘You want to start drinking?’ Gerald shook his head and yawned. ‘Now we’re safe, I just 

want to get some kip before the sun comes up.’ 

 

‘Not to drink!’ said Percy impatiently. ‘For Brian’s wounds.’ 

 

Gerald nodded quickly. He produced the bottle from his rucksack. Percy cracked it open and 

went to Brian. 

 

‘Get some of this down you, mate,’ he said. Brian seized the bottle and swigged from it 

eagerly. Percy had to wrest it away. Then he quickly poured more of it on Brian’s leg. The 

would-be barbarian cried out with pain. Percy let him drink more of the spirit.  

 

After a while Brian fell asleep. Percy swigged a bit himself. Gerald took it off him, scowling. 

 

‘Don’t waste it,’ he said irritably. He wiped the neck then took a swig himself. ‘Powerful,’ he 

said. 

 

‘It’s not fair,’ Norman exclaimed. ‘Why can’t I have some? Everyone else has.’ 

 

‘Piss off,’ said Gerald, swigging more. Norman grabbed at it. 

 

‘Give him a drink,’ said Percy. ‘We all deserve it after that run. And it’ll keep out the cold.’ 

 

Grudgingly, Gerald let Norman drink some. They passed the bottle round while Brian slept, 

covered in blankets Percy arranged. Soon all of them were asleep. 

 

 

 

Percy woke with a mouth as dry and rank as an old campfire. When he opened his eyes, the 

midday sunlight falling through the forest canopy jabbed into his brain like a splinter of glass. 

He threw up. 

 

When he’d got this off his chest, he felt much better, though still hungover. He went to find 

something to eat. Only then did he remember that he’d left his provisions behind in the earlier 

campsite. Out in the wolf-haunted woods.  
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‘Bugger,’ he said, then went rooting around in Norman’s rucksack. Like the other two, 

Norman was fast asleep and he paid no attention to Percy’s pilfering. Percy breakfasted on 

dry bread and jerky washed down with the dregs of Gerald’s bottle. Feeling bleary but 

refreshed, he shook the others awake.  

 

Brian’s wounds had scabbed over, and he seemed to be a bit better for a night’s sleep. 

Norman went looking for a stream or a pool to wash in. As Percy and the others were 

gathering together their possessions in preparation for the day’s journey, he came running 

back, looking scared. 

 

Percy glanced up. ‘Find it?’ 

 

Norman shook his head. ‘No. But I saw something else!’ His face was white. 

 

‘What did you see?’ Gerald asked curiously. 

 

‘A big scaly thing like a dinosaur,’ Norman said. ‘It walked on all four legs and it had what 

looked like wings on its back.’ 

 

‘How big was it?’ Gerald asked. 

 

Norman shrugged. ‘Big. Bigger than those wolves. Steam was coming out of its nostrils.’ 

 

‘Sounds like those wyverns Tito told us about,’ said Percy worriedly. ‘Except it had four 

legs... Maybe it was a dragon.’ 

 

‘Oh great,’ said Gerald in disgust. ‘We’re stuck in this place with a dragon roaming round.’ 

 

‘Don’t panic,’ said Percy. ‘We’ll just have to avoid it. Which direction did you go in?’ 

 

Norman pointed. Percy nodded. ‘Okay, we go the other way. Ready, guys?’ 

 

Gerald nodded unenthusiastically. Norman shrugged. Brian limped over, and wheezed, ‘Any 

dragon comes near me and I twat it,’ but his voice was as pale as his face. 

 

They set off through the trees. The going was easier than their escape from the wolves, or 

indeed their journey to Wishbone Village. A stroll in the park, Percy kept thinking. They 

made their way through a screen of bushes and found a path paved with smooth stones. 

 

‘Who made this, d’you reckon?’ Gerald asked. 

 

‘Who knows?’ asked Percy. ‘People, I suppose. People must live here. Same people who 

made that wall. We should try to find them.’ 

 

‘Won’t they be angry with us?’ Norman asked. ‘We’re trespassing.’ 

 

Percy thought about this. Norman could be right. But why were these people letting dragons 

wander round their lands? Maybe the people had been and gone and left the place to be 

overrun by wild monsters. Still, the woods looked like someone was managing them. 
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‘Which way shall we go?’ Gerald asked. 

 

‘This way,’ said Percy decisively, pointing to the right. ‘If we keep going in this direction, 

we’re bound to join up with the king’s highway.’ 

 

He started walking down the winding path, and the others followed him. 

 

It took them over a little ornamental bridge across a stream that was thick with lily pads. On 

the other side, large white and red toadstools grew in the shade of giant redwoods. Sitting on 

one of these was a tiny old man in green and yellow clothes. When they approached, he leapt 

down and raced into the cover of the trees. 

 

‘What was that?’ Gerald laughed. ‘A garden gnome?’ 

 

‘He shat himself when he saw us,’ Percy said with a grin. 

 

‘We should have tried to make friends,’ Norman said, pouting. ‘Gnomes are Good People. 

They’d be sure to help.’ 

 

‘We should have threatened him until he told us where his treasure was,’ Brian grumbled. 

 

Laughing wryly at the bizarre encounter, they kept walking. 

 

The redwoods towered high above them. Sunlight dappled the forest floor. They came to a 

crossroads: to left and right the paths wound away into the trees, while ahead of them the 

main path stretched as far as Percy could see. They decided to go on in this direction.  

 

After a while they came out into a clearing in the middle of which stood a thatched cottage. 

Outside it was a small vegetable patch and a wishing well. Two paths led from the clearing.  

 

Sitting on a bench outside the cottage was an old man in long purple robes, wearing a 

skullcap. He was leaning back, smoking a pipe in a leisurely fashion and watching jewelled 

glimmering bugs dancing in the sunlight. At the sight of them he leapt up guiltily and the pipe 

vanished so quickly it might have been by magic. He grabbed an ornate staff that looked as if 

it was a branch of some exotic alien plant or perhaps the horn of some weird creature, and 

leant upon it. 

 

‘What brings you to the cottage of Quvaringer the Magician, brave adventurers?’ he said in a 

dry, reedy voice. 

 

‘Not another bloody wizard,’ Percy grumbled. 

 

‘We’re looking for the way out,’ explained Gerald. ‘We’re on our way to join the fight 

against the ogres.’ 

 

Quvaringer the Magician relaxed slightly. ‘Oh!’ he said in a stronger voice. ‘Then you’re not 

friends of the Dread Lord? How did you get here?’ 

 

Percy exchanged glances with Gerald. ‘Er...’ Percy said. ‘Of course we are! We go way back! 

Good chums, us and the... the Dread Lord.’ 
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Quvaringer crooked his back and rolled his eyes at them. ‘Come ye here seeking wisdom 

from Quvaringer?’ he asked, his voice reedy again. ‘Two paths lead on from here: one to 

riches and wealth, the other to certain death and all the perils of demonland. Quvaringer alone 

knows the true path.’ 

 

‘Which one is it, then?’ Percy demanded. 

 

‘Quvaringer will tell you,’ the magician replied, ‘if you will do me a service.’ 

 

Gerald sighed, folded his arms. ‘What is it?’ 

 

‘Journey north to the Hell’s Wall Mountains,’ Quvaringer began, ‘where the griffins flock 

around the highest peaks in the world. Cross the Swamp of Misery, scale the crags of Chaos 

Peak and gain entry to the Tower of Infinite Darkness. In a chamber at the top of the tower 

will you find the Heart of Athrotep, which in the hands of a true magician will bring peace 

and justice to the Kingdom of Riparia. Steal it away from the coils of the serpent Ouroboros 

that guards it, and return to me...’ 

 

The gnome ran out of the trees behind them, followed by three walking skeletons that wore 

baroque armour and carried sickle-bladed spears. Their bony feet clicked like castanets on the 

stone paves of the path.  

 

The gnome halted, pointed at the adventurers and said to the skeletons, ‘That’s them! Seize 

them!’ 

 

Percy looked sardonically at Quvaringer. ‘Sorry, mate, no time for quests,’ he said. ‘Think 

we’ll just have to chance it.’ 

 

The leader of the skeletons approached. His bony jaws clicked open and shut. ‘Come with 

us,’ groaned a sepulchral voice. ‘You are our prisoners!’ 

 

Gerald grabbed the magician’s weirdly shaped staff and flung it at the skeleton leader, 

knocking him back into his two companions. As the adventurers fled, the skeletons regained 

their feet and raced jerkily after them. As Percy led the others at a run down the left-hand 

path, he caught a glimpse of the gnome wagging an angry finger at the contrite-looking 

magician. 

 

‘Fucking hell,’ Gerald raged as they ran. ‘All we want to do is find the Mountain Duke and 

join the war with the ogres. Why do things always have to get in the way?’ 

 

They turned a corner and found an area of rocks and sand opening up before them. A fat 

green lizard with a frill on its head like a crown moved out of the shade of a rock and hissed 

at them. Brian ran at it, waving his sword. It spat venom at him and he stilled into petrified 

immobility.  

 

The other three raced past. Gerald stopped, looked back, shouted: ‘Brian! Get your sorry arse 

into gear!’ 

 

‘That thing’s turned him into stone!’ Norman shrilled.  



24 

 

 

Percy turned to see the lizard turn its head with an arrogant expression and spit a second time 

at Gerald. Gerald dodged the spray and it spattered the rocks, where it steamed slightly. 

 

The three skeleton warriors appeared at the far end. Ignoring the creature, which rained them 

with venom to no effect, the skeletons advanced. Percy, Gerald and Norman turned and ran in 

terror, leaving their petrified friend to his fate. 

 

As they entered a stretch of jungle on the other side of the rocks, Norman panted, ‘I can’t 

believe you’ve left Brian behind.’ 

 

‘You can stay with him if you want,’ Gerald snapped. ‘Those skeleton things mean business.’ 

 

‘How do you kill a skeleton?’ Percy asked wildly.  

 

The lianas that hung from the trees writhed and twisted under their own volition. One struck 

out and lifted Norman off his feet. He vanished into the darkness of the jungle canopy with a 

wailing cry.  

 

Another came questing towards Gerald, who hacked at it with his sword, slicing it in half. 

More dropped down from the trees. ‘Get moving!’ Percy yelled. 

 

‘But Norman...’ Gerald began. 

 

‘He’s gone! We can’t do anything about it!’ Percy replied, dragging Gerald struggling after 

him.  

 

They burst from the undergrowth to find themselves in a swampy area. A small village lay on 

an area of dry ground ahead. Reptilian humanoids lounged in front of the huts. At the 

appearance of the adventurers they leapt up in surprise, strung bows and started shooting at 

them. 

 

‘This way!’ Gerald cried, pointing towards an abandoned canoe on the nearby riverbank.  

 

They leapt into it and started paddling away. The lizard men followed on foot, splashing 

through the water, but Percy and Gerald found themselves dragged away by a strong current. 

As they rounded a bend in the river, arrows zipped through the air like angry hornets. Percy 

looked over his shoulder as the roar of the water increased dramatically. There seemed to be a 

lot less river up ahead than there ought to be. 

 

‘Waterfall!’ Gerald shouted. The river cascaded over a cliff edge. ‘Get out before we go 

over!’ He plunged over the side. 

 

The current dragged him away, straight towards the edge of the waterfall. Percy reached up 

and grabbed hold of a branch that hung out over the river. He gripped it tightly as first Gerald 

and then the abandoned canoe were pulled inexorably over the waterfall. 

 

Percy dangled from the branch, his mind numbed with shock.  
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In quick succession, he had lost each and every one of his friends. He was all alone in this 

god-awful world. And he was hanging from a branch over a fast running river next to a 

waterfall, and – he squinted downwards – what looked like crocodiles were gathering below 

him in the water. Why didn’t the current drag them away, too?  

 

He swung hand over hand along the branch towards the trunk. Here he scrambled down the 

tree to the hot, sticky depths of the jungle floor.  

 

Hurrying across the knee-deep leaf mulch, he turned a corner to see the jungle abruptly end. 

The terrain grew rocky again, but this time grass and moss and scrub grew among the rocks. 

Up ahead was a cave mouth beneath whose overhang stood several stakes bearing human 

skulls.  

 

Percy was about to hurry away when he heard a familiar castanet-clicking. He ducked behind 

a rock and peered out to see the three skeleton warriors marching towards the cave mouth. 

They vanished inside.  

 

Percy got up and was walking past when he heard the skeletons again, followed by the 

thumping of meatier feet. He ducked into cover a second time and saw the skeletons reappear 

from the gloom, followed by several pig-faced green-skinned orcs who were adjusting the 

straps on horned helmets and glancing balefully up at the sun. With the skeletons in the lead 

the orcs hurried towards the jungle. 

 

They must be looking for him. They’d be quartering the area. The skeletons had lost his trail 

but they knew that he was still at liberty. Now they’d got reinforcements. And those orcs 

hadn’t looked happy. 

 

Slowly, Percy approached the cave mouth. He could see the flicker of torchlight from some 

way within. It reminded him of that other orc-infested complex of tunnels he’d seen, the 

abandoned dwarf-mines under Mount Mantichora. He wondered if all the orcs had gone with 

the skeletons. If they were searching the area for him, surely the last place they’d expect to 

find him was their own cave. 

 

He looked back. No one was about. Tentatively, he crept inside. 

 

It was cold in the cave, and dark despite the torches that burned further down the tunnel. 

Percy shivered a little as he made his way deeper inside. He rounded a corner to find the 

passage stretching away for some distance, illuminated by burning torches. Smoke hung 

around the ceiling, sluggishly drifting towards the cave entrance. The air stank of it. Looked 

like orcs couldn’t afford glow-gems.  

 

Percy saw a doorway in the right-hand wall, and another further up on the other side. Beyond 

that, the passage curved away out of sight. 

 

It was dead silent apart from the distant sound of water. Stalactites hung down and some of 

these were dripping. There was no sign of life in the place. Percy looked through a barred 

window in the first door, and saw rough bunks and a table on which lay a few dice. A jumble 

of belongings lay on the bunks and more were strewn untidily on the floor. 
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He tried the next room, which was a small kitchen. Going round the further corner, he found 

two more doors; one on the right and another at the end of the passage, beyond a flooded 

section. The first one was locked and there was no window. Percy listened at it for some time 

but heard nothing. He came to the edge of the water.  

 

It flowed quickly from a low archway on the right and into another on the left. Gingerly, 

Percy waded across. 

 

He came out on the far side where a stretch of slippery limestone led up to a doorway. The 

door was made of solid-looking oak with a large lock. But when Percy investigated, he found 

that the wood was rotten and as soft as cheese, the lock badly rusted. He shoulder-barged it 

and it exploded inwards, sending him tumbling into a small room.  

 

A large book sat on a rickety table in the centre of the room. Beside it was a single candle 

that illuminated the room fitfully, and beneath the table was a chest. The chest was not as 

rotten as the door but Percy easily jemmied it open with his sword. 

 

He gasped at the riches that lay within. Gold coins, priceless jewels, strings of pearls, silver 

arm rings and much more lay in a jumble within it. Percy found himself drooling. He wiped 

away the spittle and picked up a gold ring at random. He looked in bewilderment at the 

glyphs inscribed on its surface and slipped it on his finger. With all this gold, he wouldn’t 

starve in this world. Life might be quite pleasant. But how was he going to get it all away?  

 

He investigated the book. It turned out to be a spell book. Leafing through it, he found a list 

of amulets and talismans. His eyes fell upon a picture of a ring inscribed with glyphs. It was 

exactly the same as the one he had found in the chest.  

 

‘“Ring of Transportation”,’ he read. ‘“This ring, on the uttering of the following incantation, 

has the power to make heavy objects as light as a feather.”‘ Percy read out the tongue-

mangling incantation: ‘Suppiluliumas! Evoe, evohe! Mandrax, mandra, mandara-rama!’  

 

He tried to lift the chest and almost fell over backwards. It had no weight at all. Laughing to 

himself, he picked up the spell book, dropped it in the chest, then picked the chest up and 

walked out of the room. 

 

He halted in horror as he heard that castanet clicking again. Approaching were the skeleton 

warriors, followed by the orcs. The skeleton leader stopped too, on seeing him. It lifted a 

fleshless, skinless arm, and pointed at him. Its jaw opened. 

 

‘He is here!’ it groaned. ‘We search the woods and the jungles in vain: the last intruder is 

here! Seize him at once!’ 

 

Involuntarily, Percy dropped the chest and it spilt its costly contents across the rock floor; 

some of the priceless treasures fell into the rushing stream. He drew his sword, shivering with 

fear as much as cold, and awaited the inevitable onslaught of the orcs.  

 

He had nowhere to run. 

 

Percy brought up his sword to deflect the first orc’s blow. Another lunged at him from one 

side, and he swung his blade hacking down to knock the orc’s scimitar to the ground. He 
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followed this up with a half-hearted lunge at the grunting monster, but a third orc swung his 

own sword at Percy’s head and he had to duck. He kicked out at this orc, but even though his 

foot connected with his opponent’s warty hide, it made little apparent impression. The first 

orc caught him a glancing blow to the head and he went sprawling. 

 

Blearily, he tried to rise, only to find himself confronted by a forest of orc legs. Several hairy, 

ape-like arms lunged down and grabbed him. Where was his sword? He saw that he’d 

dropped it when he went down and it was lying half in and half out of the water. He tried to 

get it but the orc-arms gripping him were too strong. Despite his frenzied struggles the orcs 

held him stoically. He found that resistance, just like in all the best sci-fi films, was futile. 

 

The orcs splashed across the stream, carrying Percy with them. His heart sank as they thrust 

him to the ground before their skeletal commanders. The lead skeleton’s jawbone gaped and 

a groaning voice seemed to come from the air.  

 

‘Bring him to the tower!’ 

 

Percy was terrified. He was alone in this terrible world, his friends had all been killed, and 

now he was a prisoner of orcs and skeleton warriors. Now they were taking him to... the 

tower? What awaited him there? A sorcerer? Death? He felt miserable. All of a sudden, the 

boredom of Geography lessons had incredible appeal. 

 

The orcs marched him out of the tunnels and into the daylight. Then they hustled him through 

the rocks and the jungle. Shortly after came an area that resembled a stretch of mountain 

crags, where heather grew on a limestone pavement. Beyond this was a formal garden with 

wide lawns, herbaceous borders and well-tended cedars, over which loomed a large house, 

three storeys high, built to resemble something like the more outrageous of Bavarian 

schlosses.  

 

A wide flight of steps swept up from the gravel path down which the orcs dragged Percy, 

ending at a pair of iron-studded oak doors in whose shadow stood a tall man in long robes of 

green and black. Percy’s heart sank even lower. This was it. This was the evil wizard, the 

sorcerer who ruled over these creatures. At his side was a smaller figure. Percy recognised it 

as the gnome who had first raised the alarm.  

 

The orcs flung him down on the steps before the tall man and stood back. The chief skeleton 

strode forward, heels rapping out that castanet clicking.  

 

‘This is the last of the intruders,’ groaned that sepulchral voice. ‘We found him hiding in the 

tunnels of the orcs.’ 

 

The tall man regarded Percy, then clicked his fingers. 

 

‘Bring him within,’ he said in a calm, measured voice. 

 

He swept inside, robes swirling dramatically around him, the gnome scuttling to keep up 

behind him. Two orcs followed, dragging Percy between them. The chief skeleton followed. 

 

They found themselves in a high vaulted hallway. Suits of armour stood in the corners, 

paintings and mirrors hung from the marble walls. Another flight of steps led up to a second 
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level. The tall man and the gnome ushered them into a room lined with bookshelves. Here 

Percy had the shock of his short life. 

 

‘Hiya, Percy,’ said Gerald, who Percy had last seen vanishing over a waterfall. ‘What kept 

you?’ 

 

Norman looked round from where he’d been giving Brian a drink. He smiled welcomingly, 

showing no ill effects after being hoisted high into the jungle canopy, apparently to his doom, 

by animated lianas. 

 

‘I think Brian will recover pretty soon from what Dread Lord Gurak was saying...’ he began. 

He saw the tall man and the gnome. ‘My lord,’ he said formally, bowing to the tall man. ‘And 

Ruggins,’ he added, nodding at the gnome. 

 

‘We have the last of your party,’ said the tall man, evidently Dread Lord Gurak, crossing over 

to a decanter. ‘Another whiskey?’ 

 

‘Ta,’ said Gerald. ‘How long will it take for Brian to get better, by the way?’ 

 

Lord Gurak poured out four whiskeys. He clicked a finger and the skeleton warrior led the 

orcs from the library. Then he sat down in an overstuffed armchair.  

 

‘From what you said about him before, youngling,’ he said, ‘I don’t think he’ll ever be 

entirely normal. But it’ll take him a quarter of an hour to recover from the basilisk venom.’ 

 

‘Just what the fuck is going on here?’ Percy demanded. The gnome, Ruggins, approached 

him with a tray containing shot glasses of whiskey. ‘Oh, er, thanks,’ he muttered, taking one.  

 

‘Take a seat, take a seat!’ Lord Gurak urged. 

 

Tentatively, Percy obeyed. He sipped at his whiskey, looking nervously about him. This 

place wasn’t half posh. He eyed the stuffed heads mounted on the walls. He didn’t recognise 

half the creatures, but here was one of those manticore things that Gerald called manicures, 

and there were a couple of heads on one plaque, a goat and a lion. It reminded him of that 

thing they’d seen on the way to Wishbone Village; a chimera, was it?  

 

There was an orc’s head too, and Percy wondered how that went down with Gurak’s 

employees. Then there was a head like that of a huge man, with long straggling hair, a beard, 

and tusks. Piggy eyes glared glassily from beneath heavy brows.  

 

‘An ogre,’ said Lord Gurak, following his gaze. ‘I bagged him in the Year of the Cockatrice, 

three year-cycles ago, at the start of my career.’ 

 

‘Your career?’ Percy said. ‘As a wizard? A sorcerer?’ 

 

Lord Gurak laughed loudly. ‘A wizard? The only good wizard is a dead wizard, youngling. 

Like that one!’ He indicated another head, this of an elderly man with a long white beard and 

a pointed hat on his head. A pipe had been placed between his teeth. 

 

‘No, I wasn’t a wizard,’ he said. ‘I was an adventurer. Like you lads.’ 
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Percy looked round. Gerald lounged in another armchair; he knocked back the whiskey and 

clicked his fingers at Ruggins for more. Norman sat forwards on a sofa, and looked worriedly 

over his shoulder at Brian.  

 

Percy looked back at Lord Gurak. ‘You were an adventurer?’ he asked. ‘But you’re so rich!’ 

 

Lord Gurak laughed.  

 

‘I miss those days of my youth. Forging through the wilderness on foot, alone or with a few 

like-minded companions, sleeping under the stars, drinking in low dives, battling orcs and 

goblins in underground caverns, fighting wizards and evil warlords bent on universal 

domination...  

 

He sighed nostalgically. ‘I made my fortune and retired from the business rich enough to buy 

myself a title from the duke who rules this land plus twice five miles of fertile ground. With 

my treasure I built this house and had an itinerant landscape gardener create a park to remind 

me of where I had come from. I added a menagerie of monsters and similar adventurer-fodder 

to give it a ring of authenticity, especially for when my old adventuring friends come round.’  

 

Percy rubbed his face tiredly. ‘Then … it’s just a park? None of those threats were real?’ 

 

‘Not exactly,’ said Lord Gurak. ‘They’re real enough. They double as a kind of security 

system. But when I heard that a group of obvious adventurers had blundered into my 

grounds, I gave orders that you were not to be killed, but taken unharmed to my tower.’ He 

gestured airily at Brian, who Percy saw was slowly beginning to move. ‘Basilisks don’t obey 

orders. I’m afraid your friend was petrified.’ 

 

‘I was pretty scared myself!’ said Percy, laughing at his own joke. When no one joined in, he 

added, ‘Hang on. Petrified. Turned to stone?’  

 

Lord Gurak shook his head. ‘Not really. It’s a myth that basilisks turn their victims into stone. 

They spit a venom that paralyses them. Unable to move a muscle, the victim dies a slow, 

agonising death from starvation. The basilisk leaves them to rot and then comes back to eat 

them after a few weeks. It can only digest decomposing flesh. Happily for your friends, 

there’s an antidote.’ 

 

‘What are you going to do with us?’ Percy asked. 

 

Lord Gurak laughed. ‘I’m going to let you go,’ he said. ‘I like to see young adventurers 

starting out. I wish you luck.’ A shadow seemed to cross his face. ‘I wish I was like you, 

young and footloose, not weighed down with the responsibility that comes when you’re a 

man of property.’ 

 

Despite Lord Gurak’s sudden gloom, Percy felt more optimistic. The fact that Gurak had 

given Brian an antidote had made him feel better, but now he was reassured. ‘Can’t you give 

us the provisions and equipment we need?’ he asked. ‘We’re going to the Mountain Duchies 

to join the war against the ogres, although really we want to go to Photogeneia’s tower. Could 

you help us? You’re a man of property, right? You could... shed some of that... weight you 

were talking about...’ 
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Lord Gurak gave a booming laugh. Gerald leaned forward. ‘I asked him that, Percy,’ he said 

resignedly. ‘He said he doesn’t want to help because it would make it too easy.’ 

 

Lord Gurak nodded. ‘Absolutely, youngling,’ he said heartily. ‘No one helped me, and look 

how far I got. What kind of pride would you feel if you succeeded but knew that you’d had to 

rely on others? Look at me. I was just a simple farm-boy who took to the road as an 

adventurer when times were hard. In my day, I’ve been a warrior, a mercenary, a rebel, a 

conqueror, a usurper, a buccaneer, a freebooter... With the strength of this right hand’ – he 

lifted a mighty paw – ‘I gained wealth and lands and a title. You could do the same. If I was 

to help you, why, it would be like spoiling a child!’ 

 

Percy sighed. It would be nice to have a bit of help, he thought. But at least Gurak wasn’t a 

mad wizard who wanted to kill them. 

 

‘I’ll kill you! I’ll kill you all!’ Brian suddenly burst into life, shouting wildly. He looked 

around himself. ‘Where’s my bastard sword?’ 

 

Lord Gurak laughed again. ‘You’ll get your weapons back when you leave,’ he said. ‘Tonight 

– a banquet!’ 

 

That night they feasted as they hadn’t since Wishbone Village, even Brian, who calmed down 

somewhat after they’d explained things to him for the fifth time.  

 

It seemed to Percy that their entire lives swung with monotonous regularity from starvation to 

stuffing themselves, from dehydration to drunkenness. Dread Lord Gurak had an extensive 

staff, and it obviously included a five-star chef if the food was anything to go by. As for the 

contents of his wine cellar...! Percy wondered if there wasn’t something to be said for this 

adventuring business. If only they could find some way to turn a profit... 

 

The next morning Lord Gurak turned out with an honour guard of skeleton warriors to bid 

them farewell. The skeletons led them down a long drive that led between forests and sand 

dunes, artificial hills and wide, glittering lakes. Percy saw a dragon crashing through the trees 

at one point; the same one Norman had seen, apparently. Lord Gurak had only one in his 

collection, which he had raised from an egg found in the Barbary Wastes. It had had its wings 

clipped so it couldn’t fly away. Percy thought this was understandable but very sad. 

 

They reached the walls of the park and the wrought iron gates that marked the edge of the 

Gurak Estate. Here the chief skeleton warrior bade them a gloomy farewell and returned them 

their weapons. The gates creaked open, apparently of their own accord, and the four 

adventurers found themselves outside, where the drive met the king’s highway. 

 

‘Back to trudging, then,’ said Gerald, and they started up the road. 

 

THE END 
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THE BATTLE FOR CALLISTO by Gregory KH Bryant  

 

Episode Twenty 

 

Dimara was enjoying herself immensely. As it happened, the greater part of Turhan Mot’s 

crew was at the stern of the “Grand Marquis”, aft of the flight deck. Before the flight deck 

was only the bridge of the ship, its command centre. 

 

It was in the decks toward the stern of the ship that the crew quarters and all other stations 

were located—batteries, armouries, galleys, and all else required to keep a ship operational. 

 

So, when any of Turhan Mot’s crew tried to move forward, obedient to the commands they 

received from the bridge, they were halted at the flight deck. Dimara easily gunned them 

down from the O8-111A each time they showed themselves. 

 

Their bodies, or parts of their bodies, drifted in the weightless environment, sometimes 

clumping together in masses here and there, forming clusters of corpses. A singed hand, still 

trickling bubbles of blood from the stump of a wrist, did slow cartwheels over the dead shells 

of ruined ships, still locked down to the landing deck. 

 

And because of Dimara’s vigilance, Ward and Mud met little resistance as they made their 

way forward to the bridge, where, Ward was certain, he would find Mokem Bet. 

 

One hallway led them past several short, tubular corridors. Ward and Mud ignored those, 

with Mud sometimes tossing one of his bombs, or taking a moment to slap another of his 

explosives onto a bulkhead, ‘Just to make things tricky’, as he explained. 

 

Like all ships of this size, the direction to and location of the bridge was clearly marked in a 

series of maps at every juncture. Ward and Mud simply followed those. 

 

Several times they were met by two or three Scroungers. But in each case, the outcome of the 

skirmishes was almost foreordained. Ward and Mud both had their training with the Martian 

Rangers to rely on, and they had better weapons. They were also—Mud’s taste for liquor 

notwithstanding—far more disciplined fighters. Neither was given to the frequent wild 

debauches that was the reason many of the Scroungers first decided to become Scroungers. 

 

So Ward’s and Mud’s reflexes were sharper, quicker and deadlier than those of the 

Scroungers they met. 

 

And in few short minutes, they found themselves standing before the hatch of the bridge, a 

hatch most resolutely shut. 

 

It was a large hatch, with many bolts and locks, and a single small window. 

 

Ward and Mud both avoided the window, but they might have saved themselves the trouble. 

Turhan Mot was perfectly aware that Carter Ward and his friend, Mud, were standing 

outside. He had watched them through his surveillance cameras as they made their way 

forward from the landing bay. He saw them now, holding to handgrips on the bulkheads, 

outside the outer hatch of his bridge. 
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Mud wasted no precious instants with words. There was no banter, no questions between the 

two men, no explanations. They worked in silence, each knowing what the other was doing. 

 

Mud slapped a sheet of plastic on the hatch, then a second. 

 

He pushed himself away, and swam weightlessly into a narrow tunnel leading away, to the 

starboard of the ship. Ward followed. Some forty feet down the tunnel, Mud squeezed past 

Ward and removed another grenade from the strap that hung across his chest. 

 

“Watch yer ears,” he said, and he flung the grenade over Ward’s head. It hurtled down the 

length of the tunnel, finally bouncing into the small entryway just before the hatch leading to 

the bridge of the “Grand Marquis”. 

 

Mud’s warning was well taken. The explosion of the small grenade was compounded by the 

explosions it triggered of the two sheets Mud had placed on the hatch, and the noise of the 

explosion was further compounded by the tunnel itself, which acted as an echo chamber. 

 

The results of the combined explosions were deafening. 

 

Even having put his hands over his ears, Ward’s ears were ringing. He saw Mud before him, 

speaking, but he heard nothing, except a pulsating ‘wahm, wahm, wahm’ sound. Mud, every 

bit as dazed and deafened as Ward, did not let that stop him. He gestured to Ward. 

 

Ward understood the gestures. No time to waste. Not even half a second. Swarm that bridge, 

even though it was just the two of them, while the inhabitants of the bridge, too, were 

stunned. 

 

They hurled themselves down the tunnel and found themselves at the smoking ruins of the 

hatch. Bits of charred and twisted metal floated in the air. The entire entrance, what was left 

of it, was blackened and smouldering. The bulkhead that separated the bridge from the rest of 

the ship, was gone. The bridge was wholly exposed. 

 

Though in ruins, the bridge was even yet operational. Several bodies, dismembered by the 

explosions, lay in splattered heaps about the deck. But, still pilot of his ship, Tu Hit had not 

left his post. The man, his bald head tattooed with sinuous stripes, was still at the wheel. 

 

The bridge itself rotated upon an axis, giving it the semblance of gravity. This was one of the 

few places on the “Grand Marquis” that offered that artificial gravity born of centrifugal 

forces. And somehow, the rotation was still working. 

 

Ward and Mud paused—only but a moment—to take in all they were seeing. Neither had 

expected Mud’s explosives to work so well. Neither had been quite prepared to confront a 

slowly spinning bridge. The sight of Tu Hit, surrounded by dying bodies and still spasmodic 

body parts, while furiously working the wheel—after all, they were in the midst of a bloody 

and chaotic space battle, just above the surface of Callisto—left them staring, wordlessly. 

 

A motion he glimpsed from the corner of his eye made Ward turn. 

 

Turhan Mot. 
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And beside him, Mokem Bet. 

 

Their eyes fell upon Ward and Mud at the self-same instant they were discovered by the two 

men. 

 

“That’s them,” Carter said to Mud. 

 

“All right,” Mud replied. 

 

The two men thrust themselves into the bridge. Through years of practice, they easily 

managed the sudden switch from weightlessness to having weight. 

 

Standing before Turhan Mot and Mokem Bet were four Scroungers, men and women, all 

muscular and brutal. 

 

They did not wait to hear and order to begin firing. 

 

 

 

From the bridge of the “Reliant” Yamir kept his eye on both the “Bellerophon” and the 

“Grand Marquis”. He didn’t like what he was seeing. The “Bellerophon”, of course, was 

firing constantly at the “Reliant”. The barrages of pulse cannons from the ship were battering 

Yamir’s crew. Hardy men and hardy women all, yet the brutal pounding their bodies were 

taking were hurting. 

 

And the “Grand Marquis”? 

 

Turhan Mot’s gunners were still firing away at the “Bellerophon”. Intense beams of scarlet 

and ruby danced upon the ship’s pods, leaving charred trails behind them. And the “Grand 

Marquis’s” pulse cannons were wearing the ship down. 

 

But Yamir saw no more fighter ships leaving from the landing bay of the “Grand Marquis”. 

And those fighter ships that returned for a respite from battle, did not leave again. 

 

And then the “Grand Marquis” went into a sudden, twisting roll, that left Yamir baffled. 

 

“Has that idiot lost all control of his ship?” he asked out loud, of no one. 

 

He spoke into the ship’s communicators. 

 

“What is it, my brother?” he demanded, “That has your ship in such a strange way?” 

 

Turhan Mot, through it all, had said nothing to Yamir of Ward’s presence of Ward and Mud 

upon his ship. He’d said nothing of the damage to two men had inflicted, nothing of the loss 

of his flight deck. 

 

And now, he had no time to speak of anything at all. 
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Ward and Mud were cutting their way through the two men and two women who were 

protecting their commander. These four, among Turhan Mot’s most trusted were also among 

his most deadly fighters. 

 

Yamir, hearing no response, spoke to his pilot. 

 

“Bring her about. Come alongside the “Grand Marquis”. 

 

 

 

His name was Dennison, Mat Dennison—that would be Sergeant Mat Dennison—the squad 

leader who led the three-man repair crew Colonel Bridgemont had sent out to inspect the 

damage done to the dome Callisto Base 1. 

 

As they had approached the damaged pod, its emergency walls already shut down, they’d 

come across a little girl, one maybe ten years old, maybe eleven. 

 

Sergeant Dennison wasn’t concerned about her age. Only that she was there, where she 

shouldn’t be. The girl was frantic, nearly panicking, squealing about a brother, locked on the 

other side of the wall. 

 

Dennison took one quick look through the window of the emergency wall and immediately 

ordered his squad to leave. 

 

“Get her outta here,” he ordered. “And you guys, too. Get out. I’ll see what I can do here.” 

 

Without a word, the man named Harvey bundled the girl, Emily, into his brawny arms. He 

turned and made quick steps toward the opposite side of the pod. There was the entrance 

through which they had come. Stan, his partner, marched swiftly beside. 

 

They knew what was expected of them. Should the pod with the shattered dome blow, they 

were to lock down the entrance. That would, of course, send anyone left behind sailing into 

the skies above Callisto, to instant death. 

 

The alternative was to risk losing the entire colony. 

 

His mind freed to concentrate wholly upon the task at hand, Sergeant Dennison quickly 

tapped out an override command to the hatch on the emergency wall. 

 

The dome overhead was already swelling. 

 

Sergeant Dennison completed the override command. The emergency hatch opened and, slid 

into the wall. 

 

Which was the moment that the dome overhead exploded into the Callistoan sky. Huge 

twisted shards of tortured transparent steel were sent spinning miles overhead. Two of Turhan 

Mot’s fighter ships were caught in the explosion of screaming metal, along with one of 

Colonel Bridgemont’s patrol ships. 
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They all broke apart, engines exploding, scorched and scattered pieces mingling with the 

bodies of pilots and gunners who had no time to eject from their craft. Arms, legs and 

helmeted heads rained down upon the surviving domes of Callisto Base 1, bouncing off into 

the frozen purple plains that stretched off to a near horizon. 

 

And beyond that horizon, Jupiter turned majestically and imperturbably upon its axis. Of no 

more import to the planet was this battle than a war among mosquitoes would be to the 

mountains of the Himalayas. 

 

The escape of air from the pod was torrential. Though they had fled almost to the opposite 

side of the undamaged pod, nearly to escape, yet the huge currents of air being sucked out 

caught Harvey and Stan, and Emily, in their remorseless grip. All three were yanked 

backwards by the sudden suction, falling upon their backs. They were swept up and carried 

bodily by the winds for many feet, all toward the opened security hatch. 

 

Through it all, the man named Harvey did not let go his grip of Emily. Though benches and 

trees were uprooted and sent sailing through the air around them, he kept a tight grip upon the 

girl. 

 

“Not gonna letcha go,” he said to her. But his words were carried away by the howling winds, 

and she did not hear them, though her ear was but inches away from his mouth. 

 

Stan, unburdened by Emily, was picked up by the winds, and sent bounding across the pod. 

He slammed hard against the emergency wall, and were it not for his helmet, his head would 

have been smashed into a crimson pudding. 

 

As it was, interminable seconds passed before he could rouse himself to full consciousness 

again. His hands gripped blindly, as the currents of air dragged him along the surface of the 

emergency wall, painted a fluorescent orange. 

 

He managed to pull himself together to see his squad leader, Sergeant Dennison, struggling at 

the emergency hatch. Only but the man’s legs were visible from where Stan was. They were 

gripped tightly about a stanchion next to the hatch. The rest of him, shoulders, arms and head, 

were all outside the hatch. 

 

“On my way, Mat. Be right there.” 

 

He allowed himself to be dragged along the emergency wall, grasping tightly to whatever 

handholds he could find along the way. Branches, posts, small pieces of clutter rattled against 

the wall, all around him, often striking him, all with the velocity of bullets hitting hard. His 

suit, though, was made of strong material, and none of the smaller pieces pierced through, 

though they did cause huge bruises and welts. 

 

Stan finally managed to struggle his way to Sergeant Dennison. He grabbed a tight hold on 

the cuff of Dennison’s trouser and then, bracing himself against the same stanchion that 

Dennison had wrapped his legs around, he pulled hard, dragging Dennison through the 

emergency hatch. 

 

“We’ll getcha back in here,” he said, but only to give himself encourage encouragement. 
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Stan was a strong and muscular man, as all who worked emergency services must be. But 

even so, he was pushed to the limits of his strength, pulling Sergeant Dennison back. 

 

The winds were sucking the breath right out of his lungs, and catching each breath was a 

struggle. 

 

But, somehow, through what seemed ages of agony, Stan managed to pull Dennison in 

through the hatch. 

 

And with him, an unconscious Jeffrey, who Dennison had just managed to catch on to when 

the dome overhead exploded. Dennison gripped Jeffrey’s wrist with both hands and held on, 

through the tempest. 

 

Dennison was only barely conscious himself when Stan pulled him through. But Dennison 

did manage to key in the override code to the emergency hatch a second time, causing it to 

close. 

 

Which it did, at last. 

 

The torrential escape of air stopped. 

 

Dennison collapsed upon the ground. 

 

“Sorry, sarge,” Stan said to his unconscious squad leader, looking upward at the emergency 

wall. “We don’t have time for nappies.” 

 

The emergency wall, profoundly stressed, had developed an unpleasant torque. 

 

Stan slapped Dennison hard on the face several times. At last, Dennison’s eyes fluttered 

open. 

 

“We gotta get outta here,” Stan said. 

 

Stan turned his attention to Jeffrey. Was he alive? 

 

A deep, buckling sound of rent metal came from the orange emergency wall. 

 

No time. Stan picked up Jeffrey’s body and hoisted it over his shoulder. 

 

Dennison struggled to his knees. 

 

“How’s the kid?” he asked, panting heavily. 

 

“We’ll find out later, sarge. C’mon. We gotta go.” 

 

“Harvey? That girl? Where are they?” 

 

Stan gave a hurried glance through the wreckage strewn about the pod. Trees and bushes 

upended, windows shattered, cables of the skycabs strewn all about. 
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“Dunno,” he said. “We gotta go.” 

 

Dennison staggered to his feet. 

 

“All right, Stan. Let’s push off.” 

 

CONTINUES NEXT WEEK 

 

Carter Ward’s earlier adventures, along with those of other interplanetary rogues, are 

chronicled in Warlords of the Asteroid Belt and Deep Space Dogfights. 
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TALES OF THE DEAD by Johann August Apel  

 

The Spectre Barber—A Tale of the Sixteenth Century 

 

Part Two 

 

In order to render himself secure, he locked the door, drew the bolts, and looked out from 

each window; but nothing was to be seen. Everything along the high-road and in front of the 

inn was tranquil, where, contrary to the landlord’s assertions, not a single light was 

discernible. The sound of the horn belonging to the night-guard was the only thing that 

interrupted the silence which universally prevailed. 

 

Francis closed the windows, once again looked round the room, and after snuffing the candles 

that they might burn the better, he threw himself on the bed, which he found good and 

comfortable: but although greatly fatigued, he could not get to sleep so soon as he had hoped. 

A slight palpitation of the heart, which he attributed to the agitation produced by the heat of 

his journey, kept him awake for a considerable time, till at length sleep came to his aid. After 

having as he imagined been asleep somewhat about an hour, he awoke and started up in a 

state of horror possibly not unusual to a person whose blood is overheated: this idea in some 

degree allayed his apprehensions; and he listened attentively, but could hear nothing 

excepting the clock, which struck the hour of midnight. Again he listened for an instant; and 

turning on his side, he was just going off to sleep again, when he fancied he heard a distant 

door grinding on its hinges, and then shut with a heavy noise. In an instant the idea of the 

ghost approaching caused him no little fear: but he speedily got the better of his alarm, by 

fancying it was only the wind; however, he could not comfort himself long with this idea, for 

the sound approached nearer and nearer, and resembled the noise made by the clanking of 

chains, or the rattling of a large bunch of keys. 

 

The terror which Francis experienced was beyond all description, and he put his head under 

the clothes. The doors continued to open with a frightful noise, and at last he heard someone 

trying different keys at the door of his room; one of them seemed perfectly to fit the lock, but 

the bolts kept the door fast; however, a violent shock like a clap of thunder caused them to 

give way, and in stalked a tall thin figure with a black beard, whose appearance was 

indicative of chagrin and melancholy. He was habited in the antique style, and on his left 

shoulder wore a red cloak or mantle, while his head was covered with a high-crowned hat. 

Three times with slow and measured steps he walked round the room, examined the 

consecrated candles, and snuffed them: he then threw off his cloak, unfolded a shaving 

apparatus, and took from it the razors, which he sharpened on a large leather strop hanging to 

his belt. 

 

No powers are adequate to describe the agonies Francis endured: he recommended himself to 

the Virgin Mary, and endeavoured, as well as his fears would permit, to form an idea of the 

spectre’s designs on him. Whether he purposed to cut his throat, or only take off his beard, he 

was at a loss to determine. The poor traveller, however, was a little more composed, when he 

saw the spectre take out a silver shaving-pot, and in a basin of the same metal put some 

water; after which he made a lather, and then placed a chair. But a cold perspiration came 

over Francis, when the spectre with a grave air, made signs for him to sit in that chair. 
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He knew it was useless to resist this mandate, which was but too plainly given: and thinking 

it most prudent to make a virtue of necessity, and to put a good face on the matter, Francis 

obeyed the order, jumped nimbly out of bed, and seated himself as directed. 

 

The spirit placed the shaving-bib round his neck: then taking a comb and scissors, cut off his 

hair and whiskers; after which he lathered, according to rule, his beard, his eye-brows and 

head, and shaved them all off completely from his chin to the nape of his neck. This 

operation ended, he washed his head, wiped and dried it very nicely, made him a low bow, 

folded up his case, put his cloak on his shoulder, and made towards the door to go away. 

 

The consecrated candles had burnt most brilliantly during the whole of this operation; and by 

their clear light Francis discovered, on looking into the glass, that he had not a single hair 

remaining on his head. Most bitterly did he deplore the loss of his beautiful brown hair: but 

he regained courage on remarking, that, however great the sacrifice, all was now over, and 

that the spirit had no more power over him. 

 

In effect, the ghost walked towards the door with as grave an air as he had entered: but after 

going a few steps, he stopped, looked at Francis with a mournful air, and stroked his beard. 

He three times repeated this action; and was on the point of quitting the room, when Francis 

began to fancy he wanted something. With great quickness of thought he imagined it might 

be, that he wished him to perform a like service for him to that which he had just been 

executing on himself. 

 

As the spectre, spite of his woe-begone aspect, appeared more inclined to raillery than 

gravity, and as his proceedings towards Francis appeared more a species of frolic than 

absolute ill treatment, the latter no longer appeared to entertain any apprehension of him; and 

in consequence determined to hazard the adventure. He therefore beckoned the phantom to 

seat himself in the chair. It instantly returned, and obeyed: taking off its cloak, and unfolding 

the case, it placed it on the table, and seated itself in the chair, in the attitude of one about to 

be shaved. Francis imitated precisely all he had seen it do: he cut off its hair and whiskers, 

and then lathered its head. The spirit did not move an inch. Our barber’s apprentice did not 

handle the razor very dexterously; so that having taken hold of the ghost’s beard against the 

grain, the latter made a horrible grimace. Francis did not feel much assured by this action: 

however, he got through the job as well as he could, and rendered the ghost’s head as 

completely bald as his own. 

 

Hitherto the scene between the two performers had passed in profound silence; but on a 

sudden the silence was interrupted by the ghost exclaiming with a smiling countenance: — 

“Stranger, I heartily thank you for the eminent service you have rendered me; for to you am I 

indebted for deliverance from my long captivity. During the space of three hundred years I 

have been immersed within these walls, and my soul has been condemned to submit to this 

chastisement as a punishment for my crimes, until some living being had the courage to 

exercise retaliation on me, by doing to me what I have done by others during my life. 

 

“Count Hartmann formerly resided in this castle: he was a man who recognized no law nor 

superior; was of an arrogant and overbearing disposition; committed every species of 

wickedness, and violated the most sacred rights of hospitality: he played all sorts of malicious 

tricks to strangers who sought refuge under his roof, and to the poor who solicited his charity. 

I was his barber, and did everything to please him. No sooner did I perceive a pious pilgrim, 

than in an endearing tone I urged him to come into the castle, and prepared a bath for him; 
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and while he was enjoying the idea of being taken care of, I shaved his beard and head quite 

close, and then turned him out of the bye door, with raillery and ridicule. All this was seen by 

count Hartmann from his window with a sort of devilish pleasure, while the children would 

assemble round the abused stranger, and pursue him with cries of derision. 

 

“One day there came a holy man from a far distant country; he wore a penitentiary cross at 

his back, and his devotion had imprinted scars on his feet, hands, and sides; his head was 

shaved, excepting a circle of hair left to resemble the crown of thorns worn by our Saviour. 

He asked some water to wash his feet as he passed by, and some bread to eat. I instantly put 

him into the bath; but did not respect even his venerable head. Upon which the pilgrim 

pronounced this terrible curse on me: ‘Depraved wretch,’ said he, ‘know that at your death, 

the formidable gates of heaven, of hell, and of purgatory will alike be closed against your 

sinful soul, which shall wander through this castle, in the form of a ghost, until some man, 

without being invited or constrained, shall do to you, what you have so long done to others.” 

 

“From that moment the marrow in my bones dried up, and I became a perfect shadow; my 

soul quitted my emaciated body, and remained wandering within these walls, according to the 

prediction of the holy man. In vain did I look and hope for release from the painful ties which 

held me to earth; for know, that no sooner is the soul separated from the body, than it aspires 

to the blissful regions of peace, and the ardour of its wishes causes years to appear as long as 

centuries, while it languishes in a strange element. As a punishment, I am compelled to 

continue the trade that I had exercised during my life; but, alas! my nocturnal appearance 

soon rendered this castle deserted. Now and then a poor pilgrim entered to pass the night 

here: when they did, however, I treated them all as I have done you; but not one has 

understood me, or rendered me the only service which could deliver my soul from this sad 

servitude. Henceforth no spirit will haunt this castle; for I shall now enjoy that repose of 

which I have been so long in search. Once again let me thank you, gallant youth; and believe, 

that had I power over the hidden treasures of the globe, I would give them all to you; but, 

unfortunately, during my life riches did not fall to my lot, and this castle contains no store: 

however, listen to the advice I am now about to give you. 

 

“Remain here till your hair has grown again; then return to your own country; and at that 

period of the year when the days and nights are of equal length, go on the bridge which 

crosses the Weser, and there remain till a friend, whom you will there meet, shall tell you 

what you ought to do to get possession of terrestrial wealth. When you are rolling in riches 

and prosperity, remember me; and on every anniversary of the day on which you released me 

from the heavy maledictions which overwhelmed me, cause a mass to be said for the repose 

of my soul. Adieu! I must now leave you.” 

 

Thus saying, the phantom vanished, and left his liberator perfectly astonished at the strange 

history he had just related. For a considerable time Francis remained immoveable, and 

reasoned with himself as to the reality of what he had seen; for he could not help fancying 

still that it was only a dream: but his closely shaved head soon convinced him that the event 

had actually taken place. He got into bed again, and slept soundly till mid-day. 

 

The malicious inn-keeper had been on the watch from dawn of day for the appearance of the 

traveller, in order that he might enjoy a laugh at his expense, and express his surprise at the 

night’s adventure. But after waiting till his patience was nearly exhausted, and finding it 

approached to noon, he began to apprehend that the spirit had either strangled the stranger, or 

that he had died of fright. He therefore called his servants together, and ran with them to the 
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castle, passing through every room till he reached the one in which he had observed the light 

the over-night: there he found a strange key in the door, which was still bolted; for Francis 

had drawn the bolts again after the ghost had vanished. The landlord, who was all anxiety, 

knocked loudly; and Francis on awaking, at first thought it was the phantom come to pay him 

a second visit; but at length recognising the landlord’s voice, he got up and opened the door. 

 

The landlord, affecting the utmost possible astonishment, clasped his hands together, and 

exclaimed, “Great God and all the saints! then the red cloak has actually been here and 

shaved you completely? I now see that the story was but too well founded. But pray relate to 

me all the particulars: tell me what the spirit was like; how he came thus to shave you; and 

what he said to you?” 

 

Francis, having sense enough to discover his roguery, answered him by saying: “The spirit 

resembled a man wearing a red cloak; you know full well how he performed the operation: 

and his conversation I perfectly remember; —listen attentively: — ‘Stranger,’ said he to me, 

‘do not trust to a certain inn-keeper who has a figure of malice for his sign; the rogue knew 

well what would happen to you. Adieu! I now quit this abode, as my time is come; and in 

future no spirit will make its appearance here. I am now about to be transformed into a night-

mare, and shall constantly torment and haunt this said inn-keeper, unless he does penance for 

his villainy, by lodging, feeding, and furnishing you with everything needful, till your hair 

shall grow again and fall in ringlets over your shoulders.’” 

 

At these words the landlord was seized with a violent trembling: he crossed himself, and 

vowed to the Virgin Mary that he would take care of the young stranger, lodge him, and give 

him everything he required free of cost. He then conducted him to his house, and faithfully 

fulfilled what he promised. 

 

The spirit being no longer heard or seen, Francis was naturally looked on as a conjuror. He 

several times passed a night in the castle; and one evening a courageous villager accompanied 

him, and returned without having lost his hair. The lord of the castle, hearing that the 

formidable red cloak was no longer to be seen, was quite delighted, and gave orders that the 

stranger who had delivered him from this spirit should be well taken care of. 

 

Early in the month of September, Francis’s hair began to form into ringlets, and he prepared 

to depart; for all his thoughts were directed towards the bridge over the Weser, where he 

hoped, according to the barber’s predictions, to find the friend who would point out to him 

the way to make his fortune. 

 

When Francis took leave of the landlord, the latter presented him with a handsome horse well 

appointed, and loaded with a large cloak-bag on the back of the saddle, and gave him at the 

same time a sufficient sum of money to complete his journey. This was a present from the 

lord of the castle, expressive of his thanks for having delivered him from the spirit, and 

rendered his castle again habitable. 

 

Francis arrived at his native place in high spirits. He returned to his lodging in the little street, 

where he lived very retired, contenting himself for the present with secret information 

respecting Meta. All the tidings he thus gained were of a satisfactory nature; but he would 

neither visit her, nor make her acquainted with his return, till his fate was decided. 
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He waited with the utmost impatience for the equinox; till which, time seemed immeasurably 

long. The night preceding the eventful day, he could not close his eyes to sleep; and that he 

might be sure of not missing the friend with whom as yet he was unacquainted, he took his 

station ere sun-rise on the bridge, where no human being but himself was to be discovered. 

Replete with hopes of future good fortune, he formed a thousand projects in what way to 

spend his money. 

 

Already had he, during the space of nearly an hour, traversed the bridge alone, giving full 

scope to his imagination; when on a sudden the bridge presented a moving scene, and 

amongst others, many beggars took their several stations on it, to levy contributions on the 

passengers. The first of this tribe who asked charity of Francis was a poor devil with a 

wooden leg, who, being a pretty good physiognomist, judged from the gay and contented air 

of the young man that his request would be crowned with success; and his conjecture was not 

erroneous, for he threw a demi-florin into his hat. 

 

Francis, meanwhile, feeling persuaded that the friend he expected must belong to the highest 

class of society, was not surprised at not seeing him at so early an hour, and waited therefore 

with patience. But as the hour for visiting the Exchange and the Courts of Justice drew near, 

his eyes were in constant motion. He discovered at an immense distance every well-dressed 

person who came on the bridge, and his blood was in a perfect ferment as each approached 

him, for in some one of them did he hope to discover the author of his good fortune; but it 

was in vain his looking the people in the face, no one paid attention to him. The beggars, who 

at noon were seated on the ground eating their dinner, remarking that the young man they had 

seen from the first of the morning was the only person remaining with them on the bridge, 

and that he had not spoken to any one, or appeared to have any employment, took him for a 

lazy vagabond; and although they had received marks of his beneficence, they began to make 

game of him, and in derision called him the provost of the bridge. The physiognomist with 

the wooden leg remarked that his air was no longer so gay as in the morning, and that having 

drawn his hat over his face he appeared entirely lost in thought, for he walked slowly along, 

nibbling an apple with an abstracted air. The observer, resolving to benefit by what he had 

remarked, went to the further extremity of the bridge, and after well examining the visionary, 

came up to him as a stranger, asked his charity, and succeeded to his utmost wish; for 

Francis, without turning round his head, gave him another demi-florin. 

 

In the afternoon a crowd of new faces presented themselves to Francis’s observation, while 

he became quite weary at his friend’s tardiness; but hope still kept up his attention. However, 

the fast-declining sun gave notice of the approach of night, and yet scarcely any of the many 

passers-by had noticed Francis. Some few, perhaps, had returned his salutation, but not one 

had, as he expected and hoped, embraced him. At length, the day so visibly declined that the 

bridge became nearly deserted; for even the beggars went away. A profound melancholy 

seized the heart of poor Francis, when he found his hopes thus deceived; and giving way to 

despair, he would have precipitated himself into the Weser, had not the recollection of Meta 

deterred him. He felt anxious, ere he terminated his days in so tragical a manner, to see her 

once again as she went to mass, and feast on the contemplation of her features. 

 

He was preparing to quit the bridge, when the beggar with the wooden leg accosted him, for 

he had in vain puzzled his brains to discover what could possibly have caused the young man 

to remain on the bridge from morning till night. The poor cripple had waited longer than 

usual on account of Francis, in order to see when he went; but as he remained longer than he 
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wished, curiosity at length induced him openly to address him, in order to learn what he so 

ardently desired to know. 

 

“Pray excuse me, worthy sir,” said he; “and permit me to ask you a question.” 

 

Francis, who was by no means in a mood to talk, and who now heard from the mouth of a 

beggar the words which he had so anxiously expected from a friend, answered him in rather 

an angry tone: “Well then! what is it you want to know, old man?” 

 

“Sir, you and I were the two first persons on this bridge to-day; and here we are still the only 

remaining two. As for me and my companions, it is pretty clear that we only come to ask 

alms: but it is equally evident you do not belong to our profession; and yet you have not 

quitted the bridge the whole day. My dear sir, for the love of God, if it is no secret, tell me I 

entreat you for what purpose you came, and what is the grief that rends your heart?” 

 

“What can it concern you, old dotard, to know where the shoe pinches me, or what afflictions 

I am labouring under?” 

 

“My good sir, I wish you well; you have twice bestowed your charity on me, which I hope 

the Almighty will return to you with interest. I could not but observe, however, that this 

evening your countenance no longer looked gay and happy as in the morning; and, believe 

me, I was sorry to see the change.” 

 

The unaffected interest evinced by the old man pleased Francis. “Well,” replied he, “since 

you attach so much importance to the knowledge of the reason I have for remaining the 

whole day here plaguing myself, I will inform you that I came in search of a friend who 

appointed to meet me on this bridge, but whom I have expected in vain.” 

 

“With your permission I should say your friend is a rogue, to play the fool with you in this 

manner. If he had so served me, I should make him feel the weight of my crutch whenever I 

met him: for if he has been prevented from keeping his word by any unforeseen obstacle, he 

ought at least to have sent to you, and not have kept you here on your feet a whole day.” 

 

“And yet I have no reason to complain of his not coming, for he promised me nothing. In 

fact, it was only in a dream that I was told I should meet a friend here.” 

 

Francis spoke of it as a dream, because the history of the ghost was too long to relate. 

 

“That alters the case,” replied the old man. “Since you rest your hopes on dreams, I am not 

astonished at your being deceived. I have also had many dreams in my life; but I was never 

fool enough to pay attention to them. If I had all the treasures that have been promised me in 

dreams, I could purchase the whole city of Bremen: but I have never put faith in dreams, and 

have not taken a single step to prove whether they were true or false; for I know full well, it 

would be useless trouble: and I am astonished that you should have lost so fine a day, which 

you might have employed so much more usefully, merely on the strength of a dream which 

appears to me so wholly devoid of sense or meaning.” 

 

“The event proves the justness of your remark, old father; and that dreams generally are 

deceitful. But it is rather more than three months since I had a very circumstantial dream 

relative to my meeting a friend on this particular day, here on this bridge; and it was so 



45 

 

clearly indicated that he should communicate things of the utmost importance, that I thought 

it worthwhile to ascertain whether this dream had any foundation in truth.” 

 

“Ah! sir, no one has had clearer dreams than myself; and one of them I shall never forget. I 

dreamt, several years since, that my good angel stood at the foot of my bed, in the form of a 

young man, and addressed me as follows: — ‘Berthold, listen attentively to my words, and do 

not lose any part of what I am about to say. A treasure is allotted you; go and secure it, that 

you may be enabled to live happily the rest of your days. To-morrow evening, when the sun 

is setting, take a pick-axe and spade over your shoulder, and go out of the city by the gate 

leading to Hamburg: when you arrive facing the convent of Saint Nicholas, you will see a 

garden, the entrance to which is ornamented by two pillars; conceal yourself behind one of 

these until the moon rises: then push the door hard, and it will yield to your efforts; go 

without fear into the garden, follow a walk covered by a treillage of vines, and to the left you 

will see a great apple-tree: place yourself at the foot of this tree, with your face turned 

towards the moon, and you will perceive, at fifteen feet distance, two bushy rose-trees: search 

between these two shrubs, and at the depth of about six feet you will discover a great flag-

stone, which covers the treasure enclosed within an iron chest; and although it is heavy and 

difficult to handle, do not regret the labour it will occasion you to move it from the hole 

where it now is. You will be well rewarded for your pains and trouble, if you look for the key 

which is hid under the box.’” 

 

Francis remained like one stupefied at this recital; and certainly would have been unable to 

conceal his astonishment, if the darkness of the night had not favoured him. The various 

particulars pointed out by the beggar brought to his recollection a little garden which he had 

inherited from his father, and which garden was the favourite spot of that good man; but 

possibly for that very reason it was not held in estimation by the son. Melchior had caused it 

to be laid out according to his own taste, and his son in the height of his extravagance had 

sold it at a very low price. 

 

The beggar with his wooden leg was now become a very interesting personage to Francis, 

who perceived that he was the friend alluded to by the ghost in the castle of Rummelsbourg. 

The first impulse of joy would have led him to embrace the mendicant; but he restrained his 

feelings, thinking it best not to communicate the result of his intelligence to him. 

 

“Well, my good man,” said he, “what did you when you awoke? did you not attend to the 

advice given by your good angel?” 

 

“Why should I undertake a hopeless labour? It was only a vague dream; and if my good angel 

was anxious to appear to me, he might choose a night when I am not sleeping, which occurs 

but too frequently: but he has not troubled his head much about me; for if he had, I should not 

have been reduced, as I now am, to his shame, to beg my bread.” 

 

Francis took from his pocket another piece of money, and gave it to the old man, saying: 

“Take this to procure half a pint of wine, and drink it ere you retire to rest. Your conversation 

has dispelled my sorrowful thoughts; do not fail to come regularly to this bridge, where I 

hope we shall meet again.” 

 

The old lame man, not having for a long while made so good a day’s work, overwhelmed 

Francis with his grateful benedictions. They separated, and each went their way. Francis, 
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whose joy was at its height from the near prospect of his hopes being realised, very speedily 

reached his lodging in the bye street. 

 

The following day he ran to the purchaser of the little garden, and proposed to re-purchase it. 

The latter, to whom this property was of no particular value, and indeed who began to be 

tired of it, willingly consented to part with it. They very soon agreed as to the conditions of 

the purchase, and went immediately to sign the contract: with the money he had found in his 

bag, as a gift from the lord of Rummelsbourg, Francis paid down half the price: he then 

procured the necessary tools for digging a hole in the earth, conveyed them to the garden, 

waited till the moon was up, strictly adhered to the instructions given him by the old beggar, 

set to work, and without any unlucky adventure he obtained the hidden treasure. 

 

His father, as a precaution against necessity, had buried this money, without any intention to 

deprive his son of this considerable portion of his inheritance; but dying suddenly, he had 

carried the secret to his grave, and nothing but a happy combination of circumstances could 

have restored this lost treasure to its rightful owner. 

 

The chest filled with gold pieces was too heavy for Francis to remove to his lodging without 

employing some person to assist him: and feeling unwilling to become a topic of general 

conversation, he preferred concealing it in the summer-house belonging to the garden, and 

fetching it at several times. On the third day the whole was safely conveyed to his lodging in 

the little back street. 

 

Francis dressed himself in the best possible style, and went to the church to request that the 

priest would substitute for the prayers which had been previously offered up, a thanksgiving 

for the safe return of a traveller to his native country, after having happily terminated his 

business. He concealed himself in a corner, where, unseen, he could observe Meta. The sight 

of her gave him inexpressible delight, especially when he saw the beautiful blush which 

overspread her cheeks, and the brilliancy of her eyes, when the priest offered up the 

thanksgiving. A secret meeting took place as had been formerly arranged; and so much was 

Meta affected by it, that any indifferent person might have divined the cause. 

 

Francis repaired to the Exchange, set up again in business, and in a very short time had 

enough to do; his fortune each succeeding day becoming better known, his neighbours judged 

that he had had greater luck than sense in his journey to collect his father’s debts. He hired a 

large house in the best part of the town, engaged clerks, and continued his business with 

laudable and indefatigable assiduity; he conducted himself with the utmost propriety and 

sagacity, and abstained from the foolish extravagancies which had formerly been his ruin. 

 

The re-establishment of Francis’s fortune formed the general topic of conversation. Everyone 

was astonished at the success of his foreign voyage: but in proportion to the spreading fame 

of his riches, did Meta’s tranquillity and happiness diminish; for it appeared that her silent 

lover was now in a condition to declare himself openly, and yet he remained dumb, and only 

manifested his love by the usual rencontre on coming out of church; and even this species of 

rendezvous became less frequent, which appeared to evince a diminution of his affection. 

 

Poor Meta’s heart was now torn by jealousy; for she imagined that the inconstant Francis was 

offering up his vows to some other beauty. She had experienced secret transports of delight 

on learning the change of fortune of the man she loved, not from interested motives and the 

wish to participate in his bettered fortune herself, but from affection to her mother, who, since 
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the failure of the match with the rich brewer, absolutely seemed to despair of ever enjoying 

happiness or comfort in this world. When she thought Francis faithless, she wished that the 

prayers put up for him in the church had not been heard, and that his journey had not been 

attended with such entire success; for had he been reduced to means merely sufficient to 

procure the necessaries of life, in all probability he would have shared them with her. 

 

Mother Bridget failed not to perceive her daughter’s uneasiness, and easily guessed the cause; 

for she had heard of her old neighbour’s surprising return, and she knew he was now 

considered an industrious intelligent merchant; therefore she thought if his love for her 

daughter was what it ought to be, he would not be thus tardy in declaring it; for she well 

knew Meta’s sentiments towards him. However, feeling anxious to avoid the probability of 

wounding her daughter’s feelings, she avoided mentioning the subject to her: but the latter, 

no longer able to confine her grief to her own bosom, disclosed it to her mother, and confided 

the whole to her. 

 

Mother Bridget did not reproach her daughter for her past conduct, but employed all her 

eloquence to console her, and entreated her to bear up with courage under the loss of all her 

hopes: 

 

“You must resign him,” said she: “you scorned at the happiness which presented itself to your 

acceptance, therefore you must now endeavour to be resigned at its departure. Experience has 

taught me that those hopes which appear the best founded are frequently the most delusive; 

follow my example, and never again deliver up your heart. Do not reckon on any 

amelioration of your condition, and you will be contented with your lot. Honour this 

spinning-wheel which produces the means of your subsistence, and then fortune and riches 

will be immaterial to you: you may do without them.” 

 

Thus saying, mother Bridget turned her wheel round with redoubled velocity, in order to 

make up for the time lost in conversation. She spoke nothing but the truth to her daughter: for 

since the opportunity was gone by when she hoped it was possible to have regained her lost 

comforts, she had in such a manner simplified her present wants and projects of future life, 

that it was not in the power of destiny to produce any considerable derangement in them. But 

as yet Meta was not so great a philosopher; so that her mother’s exhortations, consolations, 

and doctrines, produced a precisely different effect on her from what they were intended. 

Meta looked on herself as the destroyer of the flattering hopes her mother had entertained. 

Although she did not formerly accept the offer of marriage proposed to her, and even then 

could not have reckoned on possessing beyond the common necessaries of life; yet, since she 

had heard the tidings of the great fortune obtained by the man of her heart, her views had 

become enlarged, and she anticipated with pleasure that by her choice she might realize her 

mother’s wishes. 

 

Now, however, this golden dream had vanished: Francis would not come again; and indeed 

they even began to talk in the city of an alliance about to take place between him and a very 

rich young lady of Anvers. This news was a death-blow to poor Meta: she vowed she would 

banish him from her thoughts; but still moistened her work with her tears. 

 

Contrary, however, to her vow, she was one day thinking of the faithless one: for whenever 

she filled her spinning-wheel, she thought of the following distich, which her mother had 

frequently repeated to her to encourage her in her work: 
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“Spin the thread well; spin, spin it more, 

For see your intended is now at the door.” 

 

Someone did in reality knock gently at the door; and mother Bridget went to see who it was. 

Francis entered, attired as for the celebration of a wedding. Surprise for a while suspended 

mother Bridget’s faculties of speech. Meta, blushing deeply and trembling, arose from her 

seat, but was equally unable with her mother to say a word. Francis was the only one of the 

three who could speak; and he candidly declared his love, and demanded of Bridget the hand 

of her daughter. The good mother, ever attentive to forms, asked eight days to consider the 

matter, although the tears of joy which she shed, plainly evinced her ready and prompt 

acquiescence: but Francis, all impatience, would not hear of delay: finding which, she, 

conformable to her duty as a mother, and willing to satisfy Francis’s ardour, adopted a mid-

way, and left the decision to her daughter. The latter, obeying the dictates of her heart, placed 

herself by the side of the object of her tenderest affection; and Francis, transported with joy, 

thanked her by a kiss. 

 

The two lovers then entertained themselves with talking over the delights of the time when 

they so well communicated their sentiments by signs. Francis had great difficulty in tearing 

himself away from Meta and such ‘converse sweet,’ but he had an important duty to fulfil. 

 

He directed his steps towards the bridge over the Weser, where he hoped to find his old friend 

with the wooden leg, whom he had by no means forgotten, although he had delayed making 

the promised visit. The latter instantly recognised Francis; and no sooner saw him at the foot 

of the bridge, than he came to meet him, and shewed evident marks of pleasure at sight of 

him. 

 

“Can you, my friend,” said Francis to him, after returning his salutation, “come with me into 

the new town and execute a commission? You will be well rewarded for your trouble.” 

 

“Why not? —with my wooden leg I walk about just as well as other people; and indeed have 

an advantage over them, for it is never fatigued. I beg you, however, my good sir, to have the 

kindness to wait till the man with the grey great-coat arrives.” 

 

“What has this man in the grey great-coat to do with you?” 

 

“He every day comes as evening approaches and gives me a demi-florin; I know not from 

whom. It is not indeed always proper to learn all things; so I do not breathe a word. I am 

sometimes tempted to believe, that it is the devil who is anxious to buy my soul; but it 

matters little, I have not consented to the bargain, therefore it cannot be valid.” 

 

“I verily believe that grey surtout has some malice in his head; so follow me, and you shall 

have a quarter-florin over and above the bargain.” 

 

Francis conducted the old man to a distant corner, near the ramparts of the city, stopped 

before a newly built house, and knocked at the door. As soon as the door was opened, he thus 

addressed the old beggar: “You have procured a very agreeable evening for me in the course 

of my life; it is but just, therefore, that I should shed some comforts over your declining days. 

This house and everything appertaining thereto belongs to you. The kitchen and cellar are 

both well stocked; there is a person to take care of you, and every day at dinner you will find 

a quarter-florin under your plate. It is now time for you to know that the man in the grey 
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surtout is my servant, whom I every day sent with my alms till this house was ready to 

receive you. You may, if you please, consider me as your guardian angel, since your good 

angel did not acquit himself uprightly in return for your gratitude.” 

 

Saying this, he made the old man go into his house; where the latter found everything he 

could possibly desire or want. The table was spread; and the old man was so much astonished 

at this unexpected good fortune, that he thought it must be a dream; for he could in no way 

imagine why a rich man should feel so much interest for a miserable beggar. Francis having 

again assured him that everything he saw was his own, a torrent of tears expressed his thanks; 

and before he could sufficiently recover from his astonishment to express his gratitude by 

words, Francis had vanished. 

 

The following day, mother Bridget’s house was filled with merchants and shopkeepers of all 

descriptions, whom Francis had sent to Meta, in order that she might purchase and get ready 

everything she required for her appearance in the world with suitable éclat. Three weeks 

afterwards he conducted her to the altar. The splendour of the wedding far exceeded that of 

the King of Hops. Mother Bridget enjoyed the satisfaction of adorning her daughter’s 

forehead with the nuptial crown, and thereby obtained the accomplishment of all her desires, 

and was recompensed for her virtuous and active life. She witnessed her daughter’s happiness 

with delight, and proved the very best of grand-mothers to her daughter’s children. 

 

THE END 
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THE MYSTERIOUS ISLAND by Jules Verne 

 

Part 3. The Secret of the Island 

 

Chapter 6 

 

However, the chief business of the colonists was to make that complete exploration of the 

island which had been decided upon, and which would have two objects: to discover the 

mysterious being whose existence was now indisputable, and at the same time to find out 

what had become of the pirates, what retreat they had chosen, what sort of life they were 

leading, and what was to be feared from them. Cyrus Harding wished to set out without 

delay; but as the expedition would be of some days duration, it appeared best to load the cart 

with different materials and tools in order to facilitate the organization of the encampments. 

One of the onagers, however, having hurt its leg, could not be harnessed at present, and a few 

days’ rest was necessary. The departure was, therefore, put off for a week, until the 20th of 

November. The month of November in this latitude corresponds to the month of May in the 

northern zones. It was, therefore, the fine season. The sun was entering the tropic of 

Capricorn, and gave the longest days in the year. The time was, therefore, very favourable for 

the projected expedition, which, if it did not accomplish its principal object, would at any rate 

be fruitful in discoveries, especially of natural productions, since Harding proposed to 

explore those dense forests of the Far West, which stretched to the extremity of the 

Serpentine Peninsula. 

 

During the nine days which preceded their departure, it was agreed that the work on Prospect 

Heights should be finished off. 

 

Moreover, it was necessary for Ayrton to return to the corral, where the domesticated animals 

required his care. It was decided that he should spend two days there, and return to Granite 

House after having liberally supplied the stables. 

 

As he was about to start, Harding asked him if he would not like one of them to accompany 

him, observing that the island was less safe than formerly. Ayrton replied that this was 

unnecessary, as he was enough for the work, and that besides he apprehended no danger. If 

anything occurred at the corral, or in the neighbourhood, he could instantly warn the colonists 

by sending a telegram to Granite House. 

 

Ayrton departed at dawn on the 9th, taking the cart drawn by one onager, and two hours after, 

the electric wire announced that he had found all in order at the corral. 

 

During these two days Harding busied himself in executing a project which would 

completely guard Granite House against any surprise. It was necessary to completely conceal 

the opening of the old outlet, which was already walled up and partly hidden under grass and 

plants, at the southern angle of Lake Grant. Nothing was easier, since if the level of the lake 

was raised two or three feet, the opening would be quite beneath it. Now, to raise this level 

they had only to establish a dam at the two openings made by the lake, and by which were fed 

Creek Glycerine and Falls River. 

 

The colonists worked with a will, and the two dams which besides did not exceed eight feet 

in width by three in height, were rapidly erected by means of well-cemented blocks of stone. 
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This work finished, it would have been impossible to guess that at that part of the lake, there 

existed a subterranean passage through which the overflow of the lake formerly escaped. 

 

Of course the little stream which fed the reservoir of Granite House and worked the lift, had 

been carefully preserved, and the water could not fail. The lift once raised, this sure and 

comfortable retreat would be safe from any surprise. 

 

This work had been so quickly done, that Pencroft, Gideon Spilett, and Herbert found time to 

make an expedition to Port Balloon. The sailor was very anxious to know if the little creek in 

which the “Bonadventure” was moored, had been visited by the convicts. 

 

“These gentlemen,” he observed, “landed on the south coast, and if they followed the shore, it 

is to be feared that they may have discovered the little harbour, and in that case, I wouldn’t 

give half-a-dollar for our ‘Bonadventure.’” 

 

Pencroft’s apprehensions were not without foundation, and a visit to Port Balloon appeared to 

be very desirable. The sailor and his companions set off on the 10th of November, after 

dinner, well-armed. Pencroft, ostentatiously slipping two bullets into each barrel of his rifle, 

shook his head in a way which betokened nothing good to anyone who approached too near 

him, whether “man or beast,” as he said. Gideon Spilett and Herbert also took their guns, and 

about three o’clock all three left Granite House. 

 

Neb accompanied them to the turn of the Mercy, and after they had crossed, he raised the 

bridge. It was agreed that a gunshot should announce the colonists’ return, and that at the 

signal Neb should return and re-establish the communication between the two banks of the 

river. 

 

The little band advanced directly along the road which led to the southern coast of the island. 

This was only a distance of three miles and a half, but Gideon Spilett and his companions 

took two hours to traverse it. They examined all the border of the road, the thick forest, as 

well as Tabor Marsh. They found no trace of the fugitives who, no doubt, not having yet 

discovered the number of the colonists, or the means of defence which they had at their 

disposal, had gained the less accessible parts of the island. 

 

Arrived at Port Balloon, Pencroft saw with extreme satisfaction that the “Bonadventure” was 

tranquilly floating in the narrow creek. However, Port Balloon was so well hidden among 

high rocks, that it could scarcely be discovered either from the land or the sea. 

 

“Come,” said Pencroft, “the blackguards have not been there yet. Long grass suits reptiles 

best, and evidently we shall find them in the Far West.” 

 

“And it’s very lucky, for if they had found the ‘Bonadventure’,” added Herbert, “they would 

have gone off in her, and we should have been prevented from returning to Tabor Island.” 

 

“Indeed,” remarked the reporter, “it will be important to take a document there which will 

make known the situation of Lincoln Island, and Ayrton’s new residence, in case the Scotch 

yacht returns to fetch him.” 

 

“Well, the ‘Bonadventure’ is always there, Mr. Spilett,” answered the sailor. “She and her 

crew are ready to start at a moment’s notice!” 
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“I think, Pencroft, that that is a thing to be done after our exploration of the island is finished. 

It is possible after all that the stranger, if we manage to find him, may know as much about 

Tabor Island as about Lincoln Island. Do not forget that he is certainly the author of the 

document, and he may, perhaps, know how far we may count on the return of the yacht!” 

 

“But!” exclaimed Pencroft, “who in the world can he be? The fellow knows us and we know 

nothing about him! If he is a simple castaway, why should he conceal himself! We are honest 

men, I suppose, and the society of honest men isn’t unpleasant to anyone. Did he come here 

voluntarily? Can he leave the island if he likes? Is he here still? Will he remain any longer?” 

 

Chatting thus, Pencroft, Gideon Spilett, and Herbert got on board and looked about the deck 

of the “Bonadventure.” All at once, the sailor having examined the bitts to which the cable of 

the anchor was secured, — 

 

“Hallo,” he cried, “this is queer!” 

 

“What is the matter, Pencroft?” asked the reporter. 

 

“The matter is, that it was not I who made this knot!” 

 

And Pencroft showed a rope which fastened the cable to the bitt itself. 

 

“What, it was not you?” asked Gideon Spilett. 

 

“No! I can swear to it. This is a reef knot, and I always make a running bowline.” 

 

“You must be mistaken, Pencroft.” 

 

“I am not mistaken!” declared the sailor. “My hand does it so naturally, and one’s hand is 

never mistaken!” 

 

“Then can the convicts have been on board?” asked Herbert. 

 

“I know nothing about that,” answered Pencroft, “but what is certain, is that someone has 

weighed the ‘Bonadventure’s’ anchor and dropped it again! And look here, here is another 

proof! The cable of the anchor has been run out, and its service is no longer at the hawse-

hole. I repeat that someone has been using our vessel!” 

 

“But if the convicts had used her, they would have pillaged her, or rather gone off with her.” 

 

“Gone off! where to—to Tabor Island?” replied Pencroft. “Do you think, they would risk 

themselves in a boat of such small tonnage?” 

 

“We must, besides, be sure that they know of the islet,” rejoined the reporter. 

 

“However that may be,” said the sailor, “as sure as my name is Bonadventure Pencroft, of the 

Vineyard, our ‘Bonadventure’ has sailed without us!” 
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The sailor was positive that neither Gideon Spilett nor Herbert could dispute his statement. It 

was evident that the vessel had been moved, more or less, since Pencroft had brought her to 

Port Balloon. As to the sailor, he had not the slightest doubt that the anchor had been raised 

and then dropped again. Now, what was the use of these two manoeuvres, unless the vessel 

had been employed in some expedition? 

 

“But how was it we did not see the ‘Bonadventure’ pass in the sight of the island?” observed 

the reporter, who was anxious to bring forward every possible objection. 

 

“Why, Mr. Spilett,” replied the sailor, “they would only have to start in the night with a good 

breeze, and they would be out of sight of the island in two hours.” 

 

“Well,” resumed Gideon Spilett, “I ask again, what object could the convicts have had in 

using the ‘Bonadventure,’ and why, after they had made use of her, should they have brought 

her back to port?” 

 

“Why, Mr. Spilett,” replied the sailor, “we must put that among the unaccountable things, and 

not think anything more about it. The chief thing is that the ‘Bonadventure’ was there, and 

she is there now. Only, unfortunately, if the convicts take her a second time, we shall very 

likely not find her again in her place!” 

 

“Then, Pencroft,” said Herbert, “would it not be wisest to bring the ‘Bonadventure’ off to 

Granite House?” 

 

“Yes and no,” answered Pencroft, “or rather no. The mouth of the Mercy is a bad place for a 

vessel, and the sea is heavy there.” 

 

“But by hauling her up on the sand, to the foot of the Chimneys?” 

 

“Perhaps yes,” replied Pencroft. “At any rate, since we must leave Granite House for a long 

expedition, I think the ‘Bonadventure’ will be safer here during our absence, and we shall do 

best to leave her here until the island is rid of these blackguards.” 

 

“That is exactly my opinion,” said the reporter. “At any rate in the event of bad weather, she 

will not be exposed here as she would be at the mouth of the Mercy.” 

 

“But suppose the convicts pay her another visit,” said Herbert. 

 

“Well, my boy,” replied Pencroft, “not finding her here, they would not be long in finding her 

on the sands of Granite House, and, during our absence, nothing could hinder them from 

seizing her! I agree, therefore, with Mr. Spilett, that she must be left in Port Balloon. But, if 

on our return we have not rid the island of those rascals, it will be prudent to bring our boat to 

Granite House, until the time when we need not fear any unpleasant visits.” 

 

“That’s settled. Let us be off,” said the reporter. 

 

Pencroft, Herbert, and Gideon Spilett, on their return to Granite House, told the engineer all 

that had passed, and the latter approved of their arrangements both for the present and the 

future. He also promised the sailor that he would study that part of the channel situated 

between the islet and the coast, so as to ascertain if it would not be possible to make an 
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artificial harbour there by means of dams. In this way, the “Bonadventure” would be always 

within reach, under the eyes of the colonists, and if necessary, under lock and key. 

 

That evening a telegram was sent to Ayrton, requesting him to bring from the corral a couple 

of goats, which Neb wished to acclimatize to the plateau. Singularly enough, Ayrton did not 

acknowledge the receipt of the despatch, as he was accustomed to do. This could not but 

astonish the engineer. But it might be that Ayrton was not at that moment in the corral, or 

even that he was on his way back to Granite House. In fact, two days had already passed 

since his departure, and it had been decided that on the evening of the 10th or at the latest the 

morning of the 11th, he should return. The colonists waited, therefore, for Ayrton to appear 

on Prospect Heights. Neb and Herbert even watched at the bridge so as to be ready to lower it 

the moment their companion presented himself. 

 

But up to ten in the evening, there were no signs of Ayrton. It was, therefore, judged best to 

send a fresh despatch, requiring an immediate reply. 

 

The bell of the telegraph at Granite House remained mute. 

 

The colonists’ uneasiness was great. What had happened? Was Ayrton no longer at the corral, 

or if he was still there, had he no longer control over his movements? Could they go to the 

corral in this dark night? 

 

They consulted. Some wished to go, the others to remain. 

 

“But,” said Herbert, “perhaps some accident has happened to the telegraphic apparatus, so 

that it works no longer?” 

 

“That may be,” said the reporter. 

 

“Wait till to-morrow,” replied Cyrus Harding. “It is possible, indeed, that Ayrton has not 

received our despatch, or even that we have not received his.” 

 

They waited, of course not without some anxiety. 

 

At dawn of day, the 11th of November, Harding again sent the electric current along the wire 

and received no reply. 

 

He tried again: the same result. 

 

“Off to the corral,” said he. 

 

“And well-armed!” added Pencroft. 

 

It was immediately decided that Granite House should not be left alone and that Neb should 

remain there. After having accompanied his friends to Creek Glycerine, he raised the bridge; 

and waiting behind a tree he watched for the return of either his companions or Ayrton. 

 

In the event of the pirates presenting themselves and attempting to force the passage, he was 

to endeavour to stop them by firing on them, and as a last resource he was to take refuge in 

Granite House, where, the lift once raised, he would be in safety. 
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Cyrus Harding, Gideon Spilett, Herbert, and Pencroft were to repair to the corral, and if they 

did not find Ayrton, search the neighbouring woods. 

 

At six o’clock in the morning, the engineer and his three companions had passed Creek 

Glycerine, and Neb posted himself behind a small mound crowned by several dragon trees, 

on the left bank of the stream. 

 

The colonists, after leaving the plateau of Prospect Heights, immediately took the road to the 

corral. They shouldered their guns, ready to fire on the slightest hostile demonstration. The 

two rifles and the two guns had been loaded with ball. 

 

The wood was thick on each side of the road and might easily have concealed the convicts, 

who owing to their weapons would have been really formidable. 

 

The colonists walked rapidly and in silence. Top preceded them, sometimes running on the 

road, sometimes taking a ramble into the wood, but always quiet and not appearing to fear 

anything unusual. And they could be sure that the faithful dog would not allow them to be 

surprised, but would bark at the least appearance of danger. 

 

Cyrus Harding and his companions followed beside the road the wire which connected the 

corral with Granite House. After walking for nearly two miles, they had not as yet discovered 

any explanation of the difficulty. The posts were in good order, the wire regularly extended. 

However, at that moment the engineer observed that the wire appeared to be slack, and on 

arriving at post No. 74, Herbert, who was in advance stopped, exclaiming, — 

 

“The wire is broken!” 

 

His companions hurried forward and arrived at the spot where the lad was standing. The post 

was rooted up and lying across the path. The unexpected explanation of the difficulty was 

here, and it was evident that the despatches from Granite House had not been received at the 

corral, nor those from the corral at Granite House. 

 

“It wasn’t the wind that blew down this post,” observed Pencroft. 

 

“No,” replied Gideon Spilett. “The earth has been dug up round its foot, and it has been torn 

up by the hand of man.” 

 

“Besides, the wire is broken,” added Herbert, showing that the wire had been snapped. 

 

“Is the fracture recent?” asked Harding. 

 

“Yes,” answered Herbert, “it has certainly been done quite lately.” 

 

“To the corral! to the corral!” exclaimed the sailor. 

 

The colonists were now half way between Granite House and the corral, having still two 

miles and a half to go. They pressed forward with redoubled speed. 
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Indeed, it was to be feared that some serious accident had occurred in the corral. No doubt, 

Ayrton might have sent a telegram which had not arrived, but this was not the reason why his 

companions were so uneasy, for, a more unaccountable circumstance, Ayrton, who had 

promised to return the evening before, had not reappeared. In short, it was not without a 

motive that all communication had been stopped between the corral and Granite House, and 

who but the convicts could have any interest in interrupting this communication? 

 

The settlers hastened on, their hearts oppressed with anxiety. They were sincerely attached to 

their new companion. Were they to find him struck down by the hands of those of whom he 

was formerly the leader? 

 

Soon they arrived at the place where the road led along the side of the little stream which 

flowed from the Red Creek and watered the meadows of the corral. They then moderated 

their pace so that they should not be out of breath at the moment when a struggle might be 

necessary. Their guns were in their hands ready cocked. The forest was watched on every 

side. Top uttered sullen groans which were rather ominous. 

 

At last the palisade appeared through the trees. No trace of any damage could be seen. The 

gate was shut as usual. Deep silence reigned in the corral. Neither the accustomed bleating of 

the sheep nor Ayrton’s voice could be heard. 

 

“Let us enter,” said Cyrus Harding. 

 

And the engineer advanced, while his companions, keeping watch about twenty paces behind 

him, were ready to fire at a moment’s notice. 

 

Harding raised the inner latch of the gate and was about to push it back, when Top barked 

loudly. A report sounded and was responded to by a cry of pain. 

 

Herbert, struck by a bullet, lay stretched on the ground. 

 

CONTINUES NEXT WEEK 

Return to Contents  
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THE WANDERER’S NECKLACE by H Rider Haggard 

 

Book II: Byzantium 

 

Chapter X: Olaf Gives Judgment 

 

As Martina finished speaking I heard the sound of tramping guards and of a woman’s dress 

upon the pavement. Then a voice, that of Irene, spoke, and though her words were quiet I 

caught in them the tremble of smothered rage. 

 

“Be pleased to tell me, Captain Jodd,” she said, “what is happening in my palace, and why I, 

the Empress, am haled from my apartment hither by soldiers under your command?” 

 

“Lady,” answered Jodd, “you are mistaken. Yesterday you were an empress, to-day you 

are—well, whatever your son, the Emperor, chooses to name you. As to what has been and is 

happening in this palace, I scarcely know where to begin the tale. First of all your general and 

chamberlain Olaf—in case you should not recognise him, I mean that blind man who stands 

yonder—was being tricked to death by certain servants of yours who called themselves 

judges, and who stated that they were acting by your orders.” 

 

“Confront me with them,” said Irene, “that I may prove to you that they lie.” 

 

“Certainly. Ho! you, bring the lady Irene here. Now hold her over that hole. Nay, struggle 

not, lady, lest you should slip from their hands. Look down steadily, and you will see by the 

light that flows in from the cave beneath, certain heaps lying on the rocks round which the 

rising waters seethe. There are your judges whom you say you wish to meet. If you desire to 

ask them any questions, we can satisfy your will. Nay, why should you turn pale at the mere 

sight of the place that you thought good enough to be the bed of a faithful soldier of your 

own, one high in your service, whom it has pleased you to blind? Why did it please you to 

blind him, Lady?” 

 

“Who are you that dare to ask me questions?” she replied, gathering up her courage. 

 

“I’ll tell you, Lady. Now that the General Olaf yonder is blinded I am the officer in command 

of the Northmen, who, until you tried to murder the said General Olaf a while ago, were your 

faithful guard. I am also, as it chances, the officer in command of this palace, which we took 

this morning by assault and by arrangement with most of your Greek soldiers, having learned 

from your confidential lady, Martina, of the vile deed you were about to work on the General 

Olaf.” 

 

“So it was you who betrayed me, Martina,” gasped Irene; “and I had you in my power. Oh! I 

had you in my power!” 

 

“I did not betray you, Augusta. I saved my god-son yonder from torture and butchery, as by 

my oath I was bound to do,” answered Martina. 

 

“Have done with this talk of betrayals,” went on Jodd, “for who can betray a devil? Now, 

Lady, with your State quarrels we have nothing to do. You can settle them presently with 

your son, that is, if you still live. But with this matter of Olaf we have much to do, and we 
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will settle that at once. The first part of the business we all know, so let us get to the next. By 

whose order were you blinded, General Olaf?” 

 

“By that of the Augusta,” I answered. 

 

“For what reason, General Olaf?” 

 

“For one that I will not state,” I answered. 

 

“Good. You were blinded by the Augusta for a reason you will not state, but which is well 

known to all of us. Now, we have a law in the North which says that an eye should be given 

for an eye and a life for a life. Would it not then be right, comrades, that this woman should 

be blinded also?” 

 

“What!” screamed Irene, “blinded! I blinded! I, the Empress!” 

 

“Tell me, Lady, are the eyes of one who was an Empress different from other eyes? Why 

should you complain of that darkness into which you were so ready to plunge one better than 

yourself? Still, Olaf shall judge. Is it your will, General, that we blind this woman who put 

out your eyes and afterwards tried to murder you?” 

 

Now, I felt that all in that place were watching me and hanging on the words that I should 

speak, so intently that they never heard others entering it, as I did. For a while I paused, for 

why should not Irene suffer a little of that agony of suspense which she had inflicted upon me 

and others? 

 

Then I said, “See what I have lost, friends, through no grave fault of my own. I was in the 

way of greatness. I was a soldier whom you trusted and liked well, one of unstained honour 

and of unstained name. Also I loved a woman, by whom I was beloved and whom I hoped to 

make my wife. And now what am I? My trade is gone, for how can a maimed man lead in 

war, or even do the meanest service of the camp? The rest of my days, should any be granted 

to me, must be spent in darkness blacker than that of midnight. I must live on charity. When 

the little store I have is spent, for I have taken no bribe and heaped up no riches, how can I 

earn a living? The woman whom I love has been carried away, after this Empress tried thrice 

to murder her. Whether I shall ever find her again in this world I know not, for she has gone 

to a far country that is full of enemies to Christian men. Nor do I know whether she would be 

willing to take one who is blind and beggared for a husband, though I think this may be so.” 

 

“Shame on her if she does not,” muttered Martina as I paused. 

 

“Well, friends, that is my case,” I went on; “let the Augusta deny it if she can.” 

 

“Speak, Lady. Do you deny it?” said Jodd. 

 

“I do not deny that this man was blinded by my order in payment of crimes for which he 

might well have suffered death,” answered Irene. “But I do deny that I commanded him to be 

trapped in yonder pit. If those dead men said so, then they lied.” 

 

“And if the lady Martina says so, what then?” asked Jodd. 
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“Then she lies also,” answered the Empress sullenly. 

 

“Be it so,” replied Jodd. “Yet it is strange that, acting on this lie of the lady Martina’s, we 

found the General Olaf upon the very edge of yonder hole; yes, with not the breadth of a 

barleycorn between him and death. Now, General, both parties have been heard and you shall 

pass sentence. If you say that yonder woman is to be blinded, this moment she looks her last 

upon the light. If you say that she is to die, this moment she bids farewell to life.” 

 

Again I thought a while. It came into my mind that Irene, who had fallen from power, might 

rise once more and bring fresh evil upon Heliodore. Now she was in my hand, but if I opened 

that hand and let her free—! 

 

Someone moved towards me, and I heard Irene’s voice whispering in my ear. 

 

“Olaf,” she said, “if I sinned against you it was because I loved you. Would you be avenged 

upon one who has burned her soul with so much evil because she loved too well? Oh! if so, 

you are no longer Olaf. For Christ’s sake have pity on me, since I am not fit to meet Him. 

Give me time to repent. Nay! hear me out! Let not those men drag me away as they threaten 

to do. I am fallen now, but who knows, I may grow great again; indeed, I think I shall. Then, 

Olaf, may my soul shrivel everlastingly in hell if I try to harm you or the Egyptian more—

Jesus be my witness that I ask no lesser doom upon my head. Keep the men back, Martina, 

for what I swear to him and the Egyptian I swear to you as well. Moreover, Olaf, I have great 

wealth. You spoke of poverty; it shall be far from you. Martina knows where my gold is hid, 

and she still holds my keys. Let her take it. I say leave me alone, but one word more. If ever it 

is in my power I’ll forget everything and advance you all to great honour. Your brain is not 

blinded, Olaf; you can still rule. I swear, I swear, I swear upon the Holy Blood! Ah! now drag 

me away if you will. I have spoken.” 

 

“Then perchance, Lady, you will allow Olaf to speak, since we, who have much to do, must 

finish this business quickly, before the Emperor comes with the Armenians,” said Jodd. 

 

“Captain Jodd and his comrades,” I said, “the Empress Irene has been pleased to make certain 

solemn vows to me which perchance some of you may have overheard. At least, God heard 

them, and whether she keeps them or no is a matter between her and the God in Whom we 

both believe. Therefore I set these vows aside; they draw me neither one way nor the other. 

Now, you have made me judge in my own matter and have promised to abide by my 

judgment, which you will do. Hear it, then, and let it be remembered. For long I have been 

the Augusta’s officer, and of late her general and chamberlain. As such I have bound myself 

by great oaths to protect her from harm in all cases, and those oaths heretofore I have kept, 

when I might have broken them and not been blamed by men. Whatever has chanced, it 

seems that she is still Empress and I am still her officer, seeing that my sword has been 

returned to me, although it is true she sent it that I might use it on myself. It pleased the 

Empress to put out my eyes. Under our soldier’s law the monarch who rules the Empire has a 

right to put out the eyes of an officer who has lifted sword against her forces, or even to kill 

him. Whether this is done justly or unjustly again is a matter between that monarch and God 

above, to Whom answer must be made at last. Therefore it would seem that I have no right to 

pronounce any sentence against the Augusta Irene, and whatever may have been my private 

wrongs, I pronounce none. Yet, as I am still your general until another is named, I order you 

to free the Augusta Irene and to work no vengeance on her person for aught that may have 

befallen me at her hands, were her deeds just or unjust.” 
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When I had finished speaking, in the silence that followed I heard Irene utter something that 

was half a sob and half a gasp of wonderment. Then above the murmuring of the Northmen, 

to whom this rede was strange, rose the great voice of Jodd. 

 

“General Olaf,” he said, “while you were talking it came into my mind that one of those knife 

points which pierced your eyes had pricked the brain behind them. But when you had 

finished talking it came into my mind that you are a great man who, putting aside your 

private rights and wrongs and the glory of revenge which lay to your hand, have taught us 

soldiers a lesson in duty which I, at least, never shall forget. General, if, as I trust, we are 

together in the future as in the past, I shall ask you to instruct me in this Christian faith of 

yours, which can make a man not only forgive but hide his forgiveness under the mask of 

duty, for that, as we know well, is what you have done. General, your order shall be obeyed. 

Be she Empress or nothing, this lady’s person is safe from us. More, we will protect her to 

the best of our power, as you did in the Battle of the Garden. Yet I tell her to her face that had 

it not been for those orders, had you, for example, said that you left judgment to us, she who 

has spoilt such a man should have died a death of shame.” 

 

I heard a sound as of a woman throwing herself upon her knees before me. I heard Irene’s 

voice whisper through her tears, 

 

“Olaf, Olaf, for the second time in my life you make me feel ashamed. Oh! if only you could 

have loved me! Then I should have grown good like you.” 

 

There was a stir of feet and another voice spoke, a voice that should have been clear and 

youthful, but sounded as though it were thick with wine. It did not need Martina’s whisper to 

tell me that it was that of Constantine. 

 

“Greeting, friends,” he said, and at once there came a rattle of saluting swords and an 

answering cry of 

 

“Greeting, Augustus!” 

 

“You struck before the time,” went on the thick, boyish voice. “Yet as things seem to have 

gone rather well for us, I cannot blame you, especially as I see that you hold fast her who has 

usurped my birthright.” 

 

Now I heard Irene turn with a swift and furious movement. 

 

“Your birthright, boy,” she cried. “What birthright have you save that which my body gave?” 

 

“I thought that my father had more to do with this matter of imperial right than the Grecian 

girl whom it pleased him to marry for her fair face,” answered Constantine insolently, adding: 

“Learn your station, mother. Learn that you are but the lamp which once held the holy oil, 

and that lamps can be shattered.” 

 

“Aye,” she answered, “and oil can be spilt for the dogs to lap, if their gorge does not rise at 

such rancid stuff. The holy oil forsooth! Nay, the sour dregs of wine jars, the outscourings of 

the stews, the filth of the stables, of such is the holy oil that burns in Constantine, the 

drunkard and the liar.” 
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It would seem that before this torrent of coarse invective Constantine quailed, who at heart 

always feared his mother, and I think never more so than when he appeared to triumph over 

her. Or perhaps he scorned to answer it. At least, addressing Jodd, he said, 

 

“Captain, I and my officers, standing yonder unseen, have heard something of what passed in 

this place. By what warrant do you and your company take upon yourselves to pass judgment 

upon this mother of mine? That is the Emperor’s right.” 

 

“By the warrant of capture, Augustus,” answered Jodd. “We Northmen took the palace and 

opened the gates to you and your Armenians. Also we took her who ruled in the palace, with 

whom we had a private score to settle that has to do with our general who stands yonder, 

blinded. Well, it is settled in his own fashion, and now we do not yield up this woman, our 

prisoner, save on your royal promise that no harm shall come to her in body. As for the rest, it 

is your business. Make a cook-maid of her if you will, only then I think her tongue would 

clear the kitchen. But swear to keep her sound in life and limb till hell calls her, since 

otherwise we must add her to our company, which will make no man merrier.” 

 

“No,” answered Constantine, “in a week she would corrupt you every one and breed a war. 

Well,” he added with a boisterous laugh, “I’m master now at last, and I’ll swear by any saint 

that you may name, or all of them, no harm shall come to this Empress whose rule is done, 

and who, being without friends, need not be feared. Still, lest she should spawn more 

mischief or murder, she must be kept close till we and our councillors decide where she shall 

dwell in future. Ho! guards, take my royal father’s widow to the dower-palace, and there 

watch her well. If she escapes, you shall die beneath the rods. Away with the snake before it 

begins to hiss again.” 

 

“I’ll hiss no more,” said Irene, as the soldiers formed up round her, “yet, perchance, 

Constantine, you may live to find that the snake still has strength to strike and poison in its 

fangs, you and others. Do you come with me, Martina?” 

 

“Nay, Lady, since here stands one whom God and you together have given me to guard. For 

his sake I would keep my life in me,” and she touched me on the shoulder. 

 

“That whelp who is called my son spoke truly when he said that the fallen have no friends,” 

exclaimed Irene. “Well, you should thank me, Martina, who made Olaf blind, since, being 

without eyes, he cannot see how ugly is your face. In his darkness he may perchance mistake 

you for the beauteous Egyptian, Heliodore, as I know you who love him madly would have 

him do.” 

 

With this vile taunt she went. 

 

“I think I’m crazed,” said the Emperor, as the doors swung to behind her. “I should have 

struck that snake while the stick is in my hand. I tell you I fear her fangs. Why, if she could, 

she’d make me as that poor man is, blind, or even butcher me. Well, she’s my mother, and 

I’ve sworn, so there’s an end. Now, you Olaf, you are that same captain, are you not, who 

dashed the poisoned fig from my lips that this tender mother of mine would have let me eat 

when I was in liquor; yes, and would have swallowed it yourself to save me from my folly?” 

 

“I am that man, Augustus.” 
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“Aye, you are that man, and one of whom all the city has been talking. They say, so poor is 

your taste, that you turned your back upon the favours of an Empress because of some young 

girl you dared to love. They say also that she paid you back with a dagger in the eyes, she 

who was ready to set you in my place.” 

 

“Rumour has many tongues, Augustus,” I answered. “At least I fell from the Empress’s 

favour, and she rewarded me as she held that I deserved.” 

 

“So it seems. Christ! what a dreadful pit is that. Is this another of her gifts? Nay, answer not; I 

heard the tale. Well, Olaf, you saved my life and your Northmen have set me on the throne, 

since without them we could scarcely have won the palace. Now, what payment would you 

have?” 

 

“Leave to go hence, Augustus,” I answered. 

 

“A small boon that you might have taken without asking, if you can find a dog to lead you, 

like other blind wretches. And you, Captain Jodd, and your men, what do you ask?” 

 

“Such donation as it may please the Augustus to bestow, and after that permission to follow 

wherever our General Olaf goes, since he is our care. Here we have made so many enemies 

that we cannot sleep at night.” 

 

“The Empress of the World falls from her throne,” mused Constantine, “and not even a 

waiting-maid attends her to her prison. But a blinded captain finds a regiment to escort him 

hence in love and honour, as though he were a new-crowned king. Truly Fortune is a jester. If 

ever Fate should rob me of my eyes, I wonder, when I had nothing more to give them, if three 

hundred faithful swords would follow me to ruin and to exile?” 

 

Thus he thought aloud. Afterwards he, Jodd and some others, Martina among them, went 

aside, leaving me seated on a bench. Presently they returned, and Constantine said, 

 

“General Olaf, I and your companions have taken counsel. Listen. But to-day messengers 

have come from Lesbos, whom we met outside the gates. It seems that the governor there is 

dead, and that the accursed Moslems threaten to storm the isle as soon as summer comes and 

add it to their empire. Our Christian subjects there pray that a new governor may be 

appointed, one who knows war, and that with him may be sent troops sufficient to repel the 

prophet-worshippers, who, not having many ships, cannot attack in great force. Now, Captain 

Jodd thinks this task will be to the liking of the Northmen, and though you are blind, I think 

that you would serve me well as governor of Lesbos. Is it your pleasure to accept this office?” 

 

“Aye, with thankfulness, Augustus,” I answered. “Only, after the Moslems are beaten back, if 

it pleases God that it should so befall, I ask leave of absence for a while, since there is one for 

whom I must search.” 

 

“I grant it, who name Captain Jodd your deputy. Stay, there’s one more thing. In Lesbos my 

mother has large vineyards and estates. As part payment of her debt these shall be conveyed 

to you. Nay, no thanks; it is I who owe them. Whatever his faults, Constantine is not 

ungrateful. Moreover, enough time has been spent upon this matter. What say you, Officer? 
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That the Armenians are marshalled and that you have Stauracius safe? Good! I come to lead 

them. Then to the Hippodrome to be proclaimed.” 

 

CONTINUES NEXT WEEK 

Return to Contents  
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Lovecraftiana—the Magazine of Eldritch Horror 

Lovecraftiana is a quarterly publication from Rogue Planet Press, with issues coming out 

April 30th, July 31st, October 31st, and January 31st, featuring stories, articles, poetry or 

artwork on Cthulhu Mythos / Lovecraftian themes. 

 

Submissions can be sent to editor@schlock.co.uk  

 

the current edition is available from www.lulu.com 

 

Swords against Cthulhu III: A New Dark Age 

 

Deadline: Until full 

 

Payment: Exposure and Royalties 

 

Flash fiction, Poetry, Short Stories (2,000 6,000 words) 

 

Reprints will also be considered. 

 

Sword and sorcery in the aeon of Cthulhu Rising! 

 

‘The sciences, each straining in its own direction, have hitherto harmed us little; but some 

day the piecing together of dissociated knowledge will open up such terrifying vistas of 

reality, and of our frightful position therein, that we shall either go mad from the revelation 

or flee from the light into the peace and safety of a new dark age.’ 

 

So saith Lovecraft. 

 

Picture a future Earth, a savage world where science is jettisoned in favour of primitive 

superstition, where technology has become the idol of a new religion. A world where the 

truth of Cthulhu has been revealed, where a lunatic humanity has discovered its true 

insignificance—the punchline in a cosmic joke. A new dark age has descended upon a species 

that has learnt too much. Science and superstition and the sorcery of the Mad Arab create a 

world where only the strong survive, and barbarian warriors battle for existence in a bleak 

and pitiless universe...  

 

Science fantasy tales of dying earths, of low tech dystopias, of medieval post-apocalyptic 

worlds—all with a Cthulhu Mythos slant—will be welcome in this anthology. 

 

Submission guidelines: 

 

Please submit your manuscript as a .rtf, .doc or .docx file (all other formats will automatically 

be rejected. Contact me prior to submitting if this presents an issue for you.) 

 

Font and formatting: Please submit in Times New Roman, 12-point font; single line spacing. 
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No headers, footers or page numbers. 

 

Please check grammar. 

 

Upon acceptance into the anthology, you agree that Horrified Press holds exclusive 

publishing rights for six months from the date of publication. All intellectual property rights 

over the author’s work remain with the author, with the proviso that Horrified Press retains 

distribution rights in the format of the contracted anthology. 

 

This title will be available as an e book and trade quality paperback. 

 

Gavin Chappell will be presiding over this anthology. 

 

Email your submission as an attachment to: editor@schlock.co.uk 

 

The email subject line must read ‘SUBMISSION SAC: Dark Age—your story title’ or your 

submission will not be considered for this anthology. 
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