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  INTRODUCTION


  Return to the Centre of the Earth




  Jules Verne was a phenomenon.




  In a writing life spanning over forty years, he produced more than sixty novels of adventure and exploration, creating a sub-genre of fiction that exploded on to the world at a time when both

  the advances of science and technology, and the physical exploration of the world, were proceeding at an exponential rate.




  Jules Verne was born in Nantes in 1828, to a prosperous middle-class family. His father was a successful lawyer who hoped that his eldest son might follow him into the profession. But Verne

  dreamed of adventure. As a boy, living in the port of Nantes, he day-dreamed of sailing around the world. Family legend has it that he even stowed away aboard a ship, only to be dragged home by his

  irate father when the ship docked further down the French coast. In 1848 Verne did escape – though only as far as Paris, where he combined working on the stock exchange with penning much bad

  poetry and short comedy plays which were staged at the Théâtre Lyrique and the Théâtre Historique, without success or critical acclaim.




  He sold a few short stories around this time, the first being “Les Premiers Navires de la marine mexicaine” (usually translated as “The Mutineers” or “A Drama in

  Mexico”) which appeared in the monthly magazine Musée des familles in July 1851.




  It was not until 1863, with the publication of his first book, Five Weeks in a Balloon, that success and acclaim eventually came to Verne. This is the story of Dr Fergusson, his friend

  Dick Kennedy and loyal man-servant Joe Smith, and their intrepid balloon journey across the continent of Africa from Zanzibar to Senegal. Headlong adventure alternates with much (often, it must be

  said, too much) scientific detail – but the story caught the imagination of readers in France, Britain and America. The novel was a best-seller, its documentary narrative convincing

  some readers that it was a true account.




  Verne was fortunate that his publisher, Jules Hetzel, was one of the most enterprising in France, and he saw the potential in Verne’s work. He gave Verne a contract for three books a year

  and also used Verne as the final catalyst to launch his new magazine for younger readers, the Magasin d’Education et de Récréation. The first issue appeared on 20 March

  1864 featuring the opening instalment of Verne’s new novel, Les Anglais au Pôle Nord (The English at the North Pole).




  With a publisher keen to bring out his books, many serialized during the year and published in volume form in time for Christmas, Jules Verne’s writing career was under way. Over the

  course of the next ten years he wrote the novels for which he is famous today: Journey to the Centre of the Earth (1864), From the Earth to the Moon (1865), Round the Moon

  (1870), Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea (1873), Around the World in Eighty Days (1873), and The Mysterious Island (1874). These novels sold in their tens of thousands and

  Verne became a wealthy man, often turning out two novels a year in a non-stop writing routine that was to last until his death in 1905.




  His later books abandoned much of the scientific detail of his early novels, and he concentrated on portraying adventures set in the four corners of the globe. While these were not as popular as

  his scientific romances, and sales declined towards the end of his life, his work was still in sufficient demand after his death for his publisher to bring out several volumes co-authored with (and

  some wholly written by) his son Michel.




  Verne is often cited today as one of the founding fathers of science fiction, along with H.G. Wells. The fact is that Verne rarely extrapolated from scientific advances to create visions of the

  future – his novels were firmly grounded in the here and now of the late Victorian period. The genre Verne created had no name – though it’s as much the forerunner of the modern

  techno-thriller as it was science fiction – and there were precious few other exponents: he was a craftsman who chiselled out his own niche to create stories wholly Vernian. In his better

  known and most highly regarded novels, he tapped into the burgeoning scientific curiosity of the age and brought a clear-minded technological understanding to stirring stories of derring-do and

  adventure in various parts of the world – as well as under the sea and in space.




  Looking back, it is easy to credit Verne with greater originality than in fact he possessed. His first novel, Five Weeks in a Balloon (1863), was suggested by Edgar Allan Poe’s

  “The Balloon Hoax” (1844). Another Poe story, The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym of Nantucket (1837), inspired Verne to write a direct sequel, The Sphinx of the Ice-Fields

  (1897). His two-part novel From the Earth to the Moon (1865) and Round the Moon (1870), were preceded by Irish author Murtagh McDermot’s Trip to the Moon (1728), whose

  hero’s return from the moon is assisted by 7,000 barrels of gunpowder and a cylindrical hole dug one mile deep into the moon’s surface – a foreshadowing of Verne’s means of

  firing his own characters moon-ward from the barrel of a giant gun. Verne’s Clipper of the Clouds (1886), and the sequel The Master of the World (1904), featuring a massive

  propeller-driven airship The Albatross, lifted ideas from the works of the US writer Luis Senarens (Frank Reade Jnr and his Air Ship, Frank Reade Jnr in the Clouds, etc) with

  whom Verne corresponded. Journey to the Centre of the Earth (1864), was not the first story of subterranean adventure: the German physicist Athanasius Kircher (1601–1680) was the

  author of Mundus Subterraneus, and in 1741 Ludvig Baron von Holberg published Nicolai Klimii iter Subterraneum, the story of mountaineer Klim and his adventures after falling down a

  hole in the Alps and discovering a miniature subterranean solar system. Mathias Sandorf (1885) is Verne’s take on Dumas’ The Count of Monte Cristo (1844), while his

  fascination with shipwrecked heroes can be traced back to Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe (1719) and J.R. Weiss’ Swiss Family Robinson (1812): Verne even referred to his own

  ‘castaway’ books as Robinsonades.




  However, to accuse Verne of lack of originality would be to miss the point. He was original in his genius of marrying the latest technological breakthroughs with geographical adventure, written

  with a keen eye for scientific detail which convinced the reader that, no matter how far-fetched the adventure, the events portrayed were indeed possible. The first submarine had been built

  and tested by Cornelius Drebble in 1620 and a submarine, the Henley, was used in the American Civil War in 1864, so Verne was hardly predicting the vessel. But his vision of a super-powered

  submarine capable of travelling around the world was the inspiration that led to the first nuclear-powered submarine eventually launched in 1955 and named the USS Nautilus in deference to

  Verne’s creation. It was Verne’s vision in pushing the barriers of technology and exploring the world that emerged which was a major factor in encouraging the technological revolution

  that occurred in the second half of the nineteenth century.




  Verne also created some of the most memorable characters in fiction. Once encountered who can forget Phileas Fogg, Captain Nemo, Impey Barbicane or the mysterious Robur, forerunners in some ways

  of the later “mad scientist”. If he were alive today Verne would have been an ideal candidate for continuing the James Bond novels!




  Jules Verne’s writing life encompassed much of the second half of the nineteenth century, a time of great upheaval, scientific enlightenment, and social change. His work, reflecting the

  ideas and ideals of his time, has the enduring appeal of all literature written with passion and commitment. That it is still being read over a hundred years after it was written is a testament to

  Verne’s ability to communicate to generation after generation of readers the wonder of adventure and exploration.




  This volume, published on the centenary of Verne’s death, presents twenty-three stories in homage to the French master of adventure. Using as a starting point the works of Jules Verne, his

  ideas, stories and characters and the life of the man himself, the gathered writers have produced a range of entertaining, adventurous, and thought-provoking stories. Ian Watson, for instance,

  reveals the true adventures that inspired Journey to the Centre of the Earth. Mike Mallory unveils the mystery of the later life of Captain Nemo, whilst Molly Brown recounts the final

  endeavour of the Baltimore Gun Club. There are further sequels to Verne’s best known books, as well as stories based on some of his lesser known novels and stories.




  We’d like to think that Jules Verne would have approved.




  
 





  A DRAMA ON THE RAILWAY




  Stephen Baxter
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  We are all the products of our childhood and one may wonder just what events the young Jules-Gabriel Verne witnessed that later fired his imagination for his great adventure

  stories. Here, as a prelude to those later adventures, Stephen Baxter takes a flight of fancy to Verne’s infancy and the dawn of the railways.




  “He came to Liverpool,” the old man said to me. “The French fellow. He came here! Or at least he rode by on the embankment. He came with his father to see

  the industrial wonder of the age. And not only that, though he was only a child, he saved the life of a very important man. You won’t read it in any of the history books. It was all a bit of

  a scandal. But it’s true nonetheless. I’ve got proof . . .” And he produced a tin box, which he began to prise open with long, trembling fingers.




  It was 1980. I was in my twenties. I had come back to my childhood home to visit family and friends.




  And on a whim I had called in on old Albert Rastrick, who lived in a pretty old house called the Toll Gate Lodge, on the Liverpool road about half a mile from my parents’ home. I’d

  got to know Albert ten years before when I had come knocking on his door asking questions about local history for a school project. He was a nice old guy, long widowed, and his house was full of

  mementoes of family, and of the deeper history of the house itself.




  But he had been born with the century, so he was eighty years old. His living room with its single window was a dark, cluttered, dusty cavern. Sitting there with a cup of lukewarm tea, watching

  Albert struggle with that tin box, I was guiltily impatient to be gone.




  He got the box open and produced a heap of papers, tied up with a purple ribbon. It was a manuscript, written out in a slightly wild copperplate. “A Drama on the Railway,” it was

  titled, “An Autobiographical Memoir, by Lily Rastrick (Mrs.) née Ord . . .”




  “Lily was my great-great-grandmother,” Albert said. “Born 1810, I believe. Produced my great-grandfather in 1832, who produced my granddad in 1851, who produced my father in

  1876, who produced me. All those generations born and raised in this old house. And all that time that tin box has stayed in the family. Go on, read it,” he snapped.




  I gently loosened the knot in the purple ribbon. Dust scattered from the folds, but the material, perhaps silk, was still supple. The paper was thick, creamy, obviously high quality. I lifted

  the first page to see better in the light of the small window: “It was on the 15th Sept. in the year 18— that I defied the wishes of my Father and attended the opening of the

  new railway. But I could scarce have imagined the adventure that would unfold for me that day!”




  Albert levered himself out of his chair. “More tea?”




  Lily wrote:




  “I stayed the night before in Liverpool, which was never so full of strangers. All the inns in the town were crowded to overflowing, and carriages stood in the streets, for there was no

  room in the stableyards.




  “Thankful was I to stay in a tiny garret in the Adelphi hotel thanks to the generosity of my friend, Miss— the renowned actress, of whom I was a guest that day, and of whose company

  of course my poor Father quite disapproved. It didn’t help that Father had been one of the most fervent opponents of the new railway in the first place, for he saw it as a threat to his own

  livelihood – and mine, for in the future, as I was an only child, I would inherit the Toll Gate Lodge which was our home, and my Father’s source of income. How right he was! –

  though, aged but twenty, I scarce saw it at the time.




  “In the morning we all made to the railway yard. The engineers had assembled eight strings of carriages, with special colours to match the passengers’ tickets, and eight locomotives

  to pull ’em, all steaming and panting like mighty horses. I peered at the engines, trying to pick out the bright blue flag that I knew would be borne by the famous Rocket itself.




  “Of course no carriage was allowed to upstage the Prime Minister’s! It had Grecian scrolls and balustrades, and gilded pillars that maintained a canopy of rich crimson cloth. The

  interior had an ottoman seat. It was like a perfect little sitting room, except that it was a peculiar oblong shape, four times as long as it was wide, and it ran on eight large iron wheels!




  “At precisely ten o’clock the Prime Minister himself drove up to the yard in the Marquis of Salisbury’s carriage, drawn by four horses. He was greeted by clapping and cheering,

  and a military band struck up See the Conquering Hero Comes. His train was to be pulled along by a locomotive called the Northumbrian, which was adorned by a bright lilac flag, and would be

  piloted by George Stephenson himself. The train consisted of just three carriages, in the first of which would ride the military band, the second the Prime Minister himself and his guests, and the

  third the railway directors and their guests – one of whom was me!




  “I cannot describe my excitement as I clambered into the carriage, which was decked with silken streamers, a deep imperial purple. I admit I was callow enough to use my nail scissors to

  snip off a few inches of a pretty streamer which I tied up in my hair . . .”




  I fingered the bit of ribbon that had bound up Lily’s manuscript, and wondered.




  I grew up in a quiet cul-de-sac in a little outer-suburb village a few miles from Liverpool city centre, on the road to Manchester. The cul-de-sac emptied out southwards into the main road.




  Behind the houses ran a railway embankment. It cut straight past the northern end of the road, running dead straight west to east, paralleling the main road in its path from Liverpool to

  Manchester. We kids were strictly banned from ever trying to find a way to the railway embankment, or to climb its grassy slopes. But we did know there was a disused tunnel under the embankment

  behind one of the back gardens, from which, our legends had it, robbers would periodically emerge.




  When I was small, steam trains still ran along the line. Great white clouds would climb into the air, and my mother would rush out to save her washing from the soot. The trains were always a

  part of our lives, sweeping across the sky like low-flying planes. Their noise didn’t bother us; it was too grand to be irritating, like the weather.




  As a kid you are dropped at random into time. That embankment, covered by grass and weeds, was there all my life, a great earthwork vast and unnoticed. I didn’t know we were living in the

  shadow of a bit of history.




  For the railway line at the bottom of my road was George Stephenson’s Liverpool & Manchester Railway, the first passenger railway in all the world. And, seven years before Queen

  Victoria took the throne, Miss Lily Ord, great-great-grandmother of my old friend Albert, attended the railway’s opening – and so, maybe, did a much more famous figure.




  “Soon all was ready. The Prime Minister’s train was to run on the southerly of the two parallel railroad lines, so that he might be seen from the other trains,

  which would all run on the northerly line.




  “At twenty minutes to eleven a cannon was fired, and off we went! Enormous masses of people lined the railroad, cheering as we went past and staring agog at such a sight as they never saw

  before in their lives.




  “As we left Liverpool we passed between two great rocky cliffs. Bridges had been thrown between the tops of these cliffs, and people gazed down at us, so distant they were like dolls in

  the sky. I marvelled that all this was the work of man. But the hewn walls were already cloaked by mosses and ferns.




  “Inside our carriage, crammed shoulder to shoulder, we talked nine to the dozen as we glided along!




  “My friend Miss — the actress was a guest of Mr —, one of the railway directors, though what their relationship was I was never absolutely clear. But as the panting iron horses

  gathered speed, Miss — became distressed. I was forced to exchange seats with her, so she could sit well inside the carriage.




  “I found myself sitting next to a charming gentleman who introduced himself as M. Pierre Venn (or perhaps Vairn). To my surprise he was French! – he was a lawyer from the city

  of Nantes. It seemed M. Venn had advised one of the railway directors regarding investment from wealthy individuals in France, many of whom have an eye on the railway for a replication in France

  itself, depending of course on its success. I admit I was surprised to learn that Frenchie money had been used to build an English railway, even so many years after the downfall of Napoleon! But

  Money has always been ignorant of national rivalries.




  “M. Venn was with another Frenchman, a dark, rather sullen man whom M. Venn introduced as a M. Gyger, but this gentleman had not a word to say to me, or anybody else – quite unlike

  the voluble Frenchie one expects. He did little but glare about rather resentfully and I quickly forgot him. (Of course I remember him well now! – but I run ahead of myself.)




  “M. Venn was also accompanied by his pretty wife, and their child, their first-born, a little boy of two or three they called Julie, and they were much more fun. That scamp of a boy was

  decked out in a pretty sailor’s costume, for Nantes is evidently near the coast, and the child was already obsessed by the sea and all things nautical. But he had also discovered a new

  passion for Mr Stephenson’s railway; I am not sure how he managed it, but even before we set off he was already a bundle of soot, which got all over our clothes and hands! The little boy

  laughed so much, his joy at the experience of the journey almost hysterical, that I think all forgave him.




  “M. Venn offered me some profound thoughts on the meaning of the marvellous experience we were sharing. ‘Never has the dominion of mind more fully exhibited its sovereignty over the

  world of matter than today,’ he said, ‘and in a manner which will surely beneficially influence the future destinies of mankind throughout the civilized worlds.’ And so forth!




  “However as well as his interest in the Future of Man M. Venn also seemed intrigued by the Presence of Woman. He complimented me on my accent, which he said sounded Scotch, and the

  rosewater scent I wore, and the purple ribbon in my hair, before moving on to the colour of my cheeks and the suppleness of my neck. That is the way of the Frenchie, I suppose. Or it may be that

  Mme. Venn did not understand English.




  “It wasn’t long before we emerged from deep beneath the ground to fly far above it. Over a high embankment we bowled along, looking down at the tree tops and drinking in the fresh

  autumn air . . .”




  Somewhere among those trees was the site of my future home. And perhaps Lily was able to make out the line of the toll road from which her father made his living.




  The history of my home village has been determined by the fact that it lies on a straight line drawn between the centre of Manchester and the Liverpool docks. As the Manchester cotton trade grew

  and the port of Liverpool began to expand, it was an obvious place through which to build a road.




  A hundred years before George Stephenson, a consortium of Liverpool merchants petitioned for an act to set up a turnpike road, the first in Lancashire or Yorkshire save for the London trunk

  routes. They installed one of their gatekeepers at the Toll Gate Lodge, where my old friend Albert was born, and indeed died. The turnpikes were a smart social invention; by making those with the

  strongest vested interest in the roads, the users, pay for their upkeep, the British road system was massively and rapidly improved.




  The new road was a huge success, and it galvanised the local economy. But by the early 1800s the thirty miles separating Liverpool and Manchester, by now two engines of the Industrial

  Revolution, were traversed daily by hundreds of jostling horses, wagons and stagecoaches. So the local land agents and merchants began to conceive of schemes for a railway. They were fortunate

  enough, or wise, to choose George Stephenson as their chief engineer. The success of the railway was a calamity for the toll road, though, and the gatekeepers who made a living from it;

  Lily’s father had been right.




  The geographical logic endured. In my lifetime yet another transport link, a motorway, was built through the same area. So within fifty yards or so of my front door there were marvels of

  transport engineering from the eighteenth, nineteenth and twentieth centuries.




  The trains stopped repeatedly, so that the notables could admire views of cuttings and viaducts and countryside, and lesser people could admire the notables. At one stop, twenty-year-old Lily

  managed to talk her way into a ride on the footplate of the Northumbrian with George Stephenson himself.




  “I was introduced to the little engine which carried us all along the rails. She (for they call all their curious fire-horses mares) goes on two wheels, alike to her

  feet, which are driven by bright steel legs called pistons, which are propelled by steam. All this apparatus is controlled by a small steel handle, which applies or withdraws the steam from the

  pistons. It is so simple an affair a child could manage it.




  “The engine was able to fly at more than thirty miles an hour. But the motion was as smooth as you can imagine, and I took my bonnet off, and let the air take my hair. Behind the belching

  little she-dragon which Mr Stephenson controlled with a touch, I felt not the slightest fear.”




  I envied Lily; it must have been the ride of a lifetime.




  “Mr Stephenson himself is a master of marvels with whom I fell awfully in love. He is a tall man, more powerfully built than one of his engines, with a shock of white hair. He is perhaps

  fifty-five.” (Actually Stephenson was forty-nine.) “His face is fine, but careworn. He expresses himself with clarity and forcefulness, and although he bears the accent of his

  north-east birthplace there is no coarseness or vulgarity about him at all. He told me he is the son of a colliery fireman. He learned his mechanicking working on fire engines down the mines. He

  was nineteen before he could read or write, and his quest to build his railway was frustrated by the linguistic contortions of the ‘Parliament Men’ who had opposed him. But this was the

  day of his triumph.”




  Stephenson built his railway, all thirty miles of it, in just four years. It was a mighty undertaking, with cuttings and viaducts engineered by armies of navvies. Stephenson had to build over

  sixty bridges, including the one behind my neighbour’s back garden. My embankment was three miles long, forty-five feet high and amounted to half a million cubic yards of spoil removed from

  cuttings miles away.




  “The train passed over a very fine viaduct, and we looked down to see the graceful legs of his mighty bridge striding across a beautiful little valley. I heard a gruff voice which could

  only have been the Prime Minister’s, emanating from the carriages behind, as he called the spectacle, ‘Stupendous!’ and ‘Magnificent!’ – for so it was.




  “But, it is a strange thing for a man who had proven himself so brave, I thought the Prime Minister didn’t much enjoy the ride. He said that he could not believe sensible people

  would ever allow themselves to be hurled along at such speeds! And later I heard him say that if Mr Stephenson’s railway caught on, it would ‘only encourage the lower classes to travel

  about.’ A good thing too I say! . . .”




  Near a station called Parkside, Stephenson again halted the Northumbrian. And it was during this brief stop, as Lily wrote in her girlish hand, “that calamity struck.”




  “I returned to my carriage, where I comforted my friend Miss —, who became a little less queasy now that she could hear the birds sing again. Everybody started to

  get out of the carriage to taste the air and stretch his legs.




  “Now, you must remember that we were travelling from Liverpool to Manchester, that is west to east, and that the Prime Minister’s train was on the southerly of the two parallel rail

  lines. So the safest place to alight from our carriage was to our right, for to go left would be to step on to the other track which, though it was clear at the moment, was surely not guaranteed to

  remain so! Thus M. Venn and his wife alighted safely to the right, M. Venn carrying little Julie on his shoulder. Miss — and I followed.




  “But to my surprise M. Gyger, M. Venn’s sullen and uncommunicative companion, got out to the left.




  “The carriages were quite open and no obstruction to vision, and I could clearly see M. Gyger walk up and down the northern track. He was joined by various lords, counts, bishops and other

  worthies. I recognized only one of them, a portly man with a damaged arm and gammy leg. This was William Huskisson, Member of Parliament, who had been on hand to welcome the Prime Minister into

  Liverpool that morning.




  “Both parties, on both sides of the carriage, were drawn as if magnetised to the middle coach of the three, which was the Prime Minister’s. I could see him clearly, that noble nose,

  the upright bearing of a soldier! I fancy the heavy drapery around his carriage rather baffled his hearing – for if not I imagine what transpired next might have been quite different.




  “Since I must describe the death of a Human Being I will take care to relate what happened in sequence.




  “As I walked with the Venns, I saw that M. Gyger prompted Mr Huskisson to call to the Prime Minister, ‘Oh, do step down, sir, if only for a minute! The gleam of the rail, the

  billowing of the steam – quite the spectacle, sir!’ And so on. I fancy the Prime Minister would rather have stayed in the comfort of his carriage. But duty called, and he got up rather

  stiffly and prepared to descend towards Gyger and Huskisson – that is, on to the northern rail.




  “As he did so M. Gyger’s face assumed a most curious expression. I saw it once when my father caught a rascal who habitually skipped around our toll gate: an expression that said,

  ‘Got you at last, my lad!’ And I saw M. Gyger step back, quite deliberately, away from the rail, leaving Mr Huskisson standing there to assist the Prime Minister to the ground.

  As I say I saw all this quite clearly, but I did not understand it at the time.




  “Suddenly I was disturbed by a loud but distorted yell: ‘Get in! Get in!’




  “I looked down the track, back towards Liverpool, and saw to my horror that a second train was racing down the northern line towards us. The sky-blue flag it carried told me that the

  locomotive was none other than the Rocket, Stephenson’s famous victor of the Rainhill trials. That cry came from the engineer who hailed us with a speaking-trumpet, even as he struggled to

  apply his brakes. Though the Venns and I were quite safe, those who foolishly wandered over the northern track were in grave danger.




  “And the Prime Minister himself, his hearing perhaps baffled by the drapery, was about to step down into the Rocket’s path! All this I saw in a second, and then a great fear clamped

  down on me and I was unable to move.




  “Fortunately M. Venn was more courageous than I. With a muttered ‘Parbleu!’ he stepped forward – but though we were only feet from the carriage, it was too far for

  him to have reached the Prime Minister in time. So M. Venn, thinking fast, called out: ‘Wellesley!’




  “The Prime Minister turned at the sound of his name. And M. Venn threw his small son through the air, into the carriage and straight at the Prime Minister!




  “Though he nearly lost his own balance the Prime Minister twisted and neatly caught the boy in his great hands, thus saving the child from a painful fall: the Prime Minister had the

  reactions of a soldier, despite his age, and an instinct for the safety of others. With the boy in his arms he stumbled backwards into his ottoman – but he remained safely in the

  carriage.




  “And then the Rocket reached our train. I distinctly heard the Prime Minister call out, ‘Huskisson, for God’s sake get to your place!’ But it was too late.




  “Everybody else had scrambled out of the way, off the track or behind the coaches – everybody but poor Huskisson, who, hampered by a bad leg and general portliness, fell back on to

  the track. The Rocket ran over Huskisson’s leg. I heard a dreadful crunch of bone.




  “When the train had passed others rushed to help him. George Stephenson quickly took command. One man began to tie his belt around the damaged leg, which pumped blood. Soon the patient

  would be loaded aboard a single carriage behind the Northumbrian, and hurried off to Manchester. Mr Huskisson, to his credit, did not cry out once, though I heard him say, ‘I have met my

  death. God forgive me!’




  “As for the Prime Minister, he clambered down from the carriage at last, but to the right hand side. The Venns and I still stood where we had been, I trembling with fear and emotion.




  “The Prime Minister handed the little French boy back to his father. Then he bowed stiffly to M. Venn. ‘Sir, your quick thinking preserved my life.’




  “M. Venn was quite modest. He ruffled little Julie’s hair. ‘Perhaps you should thank this small fellow.’




  “‘But I scarce thought the day would ever come when I of all people owed my life to one French gentleman, let alone two!’




  “M. Venn said, ‘We are no longer enemies, sir. And I for one would not see a countryman of mine commit such a craven act as an assassination of this kind.’




  “At that the Prime Minister’s formidable eyebrows rose, and I could see that he was thinking through the events of the hour in quite a different light – as was I. But of M.

  Gyger, who had tried to call the Prime Minister into the path of the advancing Rocket, there was no sign.




  “And little Julie Venn, who had that day ridden faster than any small child in history, and saved the life of a Prime Minister, laughed and laughed and laughed.”




  I checked out some of the details later. The Rocket, perhaps the most famous steam locomotive ever built, really was running that day, alongside seven of her sister engines,

  including the Northumbrian. And there really was a fatal accident, when William Huskisson MP managed to step out in front of the speeding Rocket.




  I’ve come across no account of a Monsieur Gyger.




  Albert couldn’t tell me why anybody would have wanted to try to kill the Prime Minister that day, French or otherwise. France and Britain were not, at that time, at war. It made no sense

  – until it occurred to me to check who the Prime Minister actually was.




  Grand, aloof, distrustful of new technology and the working people alike, it was Arthur Wellesley, first Duke of Wellington, victor over Napoleon at Waterloo just fifteen years earlier – a

  man who many French people would surely have loved to see in his grave.




  The eye-witness accounts of the day say nothing about the Prime Minister holding a small boy at the time. On the other hand, they don’t say he wasn’t. Maybe the incident was hushed

  up for the sake of international relations – or simply to save Wellington embarrassment.




  The rest of the day rather fizzled out for Lily Ord. The mood was subdued after the accident. She rode on with her companions to Manchester, but the Prime Minister was greeted

  by boos and thrown stones; his government wasn’t popular with everybody, and nor was the new railway, a “triumph of machinery”. Wellington wouldn’t travel by rail again for

  thirteen years, and then only because Queen Victoria persuaded him.




  At Manchester Lily said her goodbyes to the “Venns”.




  “Little Julie lifted our spirits. In his mother’s arms he fairly bubbled with excitement, and he rattled on with a high-speed gabbling, as if bursting to tell the story of his day,

  but he was quite incomprehensible!




  “M. Venn took my hand. ‘A memorable day, Miss Ord,’ he said.




  “‘Quite so. Sir, you showed remarkable composure –’




  “‘For a Frenchman?’ He smiled. ‘My dear, you must not allow the foolishness at Parkside to colour your memories of the day. The railway is the thing – the railway!

  You British with your relentless desire for trade, trade, trade, will take Mr Stephenson’s marvellous invention and fling it around the world. When the whole of the globe is wrapped up like a

  fly in an iron spider-web, Mr Stephenson’s locomotive will carry us around the world in a hundred days, or less – ninety, eighty days!’




  “Little Julie was laughing and kicking; he would not be without imagination, I saw. But this was one flight of fancy too much for me.




  “And besides, M. Venn was holding my hand a little too tightly, his gaze a little too warm. As I looked into his eyes – just for a second, I confess it! – I saw another world

  opening up, a world of possibility every bit as remarkable as a planet girdled by railway tracks. But I knew it could not come to pass. I gently extricated my hand.




  “I said my ‘Au revoir’ to Mme. Venn and Julie, and looked for Miss —, who was arranging our passage back to Liverpool . . .”




  Albert only had that one fragment of memoir. I’d like to know what became of Lily Ord, if she was happy as she raised a family of her own in the Toll Gate Lodge.




  And I’d love to know if her tall tale held even a fragment of truth.




  “Isn’t it at least possible?” Albert said to me, earnest, wheezing slightly. “Venn, Vairn – she wasn’t used to French accents – could she

  have misheard the name? Lily wrote all this down long before he became famous, of course. And isn’t it possible all this affected him, young as he was? The mighty steam engines –

  the great metal road, the sense of speed, of plummeting into a new future – I’m only telling you because you’ve started to write your own science fiction, Stephen. No wonder he

  made up all those stories of his! And it all started here.”




  Albert died a few years later. His family, always remote, took away his effects, and the old Toll Gate Lodge was sold, passing out of the family’s hands after two

  centuries. I don’t know what became of Lily’s manuscript.




  Albert did leave a few tokens to friends. I was sent a small envelope that contained a length of silken streamer, imperial purple. One end was neatly hemmed, but the other had been cut crudely,

  as if by a small set of scissors. And when I lifted the ribbon to my face I could detect faint scents, almost vanished, of soot, and rosewater.




  
 





  JEHAN THUN’S QUEST




  Brian Stableford




  [image: ]




  Verne’s early stories are not immediately identifiable with the advancement of science. Indeed his very first story, “The Mutineers” (1851) and his third,

  “Martin Paz” (1852), were more inspired by the revolutionary zeal that was flooding Europe. Only “Un voyage en ballon”, also known as “Drama in the Air”, and

  probably inspired by Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Balloon Hoax”, gave thought to new technology. His fourth story,“Maître Zacharius” (1854), also known as “The

  Watch’s Soul”, saw a change in direction. Whilst Verne was exploring technology – the desire to make the perfect watch – though in a historical context, this story is more

  fantastic than technological, drawing more upon the works of Hoffman than on Poe. It concerned a master clock-maker who, in creating a new mechanism for his watches, believed that he had imbued the

  watch with something of himself – his soul. The locals, though, were suspicious of Zacharius and Verne used the opportunity to consider mankind’s fear of progress and how we need to

  embrace new technology not destroy it, a view that Verne would modify in later years. Here, Brian Stableford revisits the story and considers its aftermath.




  The day had been clear when Jehan Thun set off from the inn on the outskirts of the city of Geneva, but the weather in the lake’s environs was far more capricious than

  the weather in Paris. He had hoped that the sky might remain blue all day, but it was not long after noon when grey cloud began spilling through the gaps in the mountains, swallowing up the peaks

  and promising a downpour that would soak him to the skin and render his path treacherous.




  There were villages scattered along the shore of the lake but he had no thought of asking for shelter there. The time seemed to be long past when one could be confident of receiving hospitality

  from any neighbour, and the people in Geneva who had recognized his surname had looked at him strangely and suspiciously, although none had actually challenged him. It would have been better, in

  retrospect, to avoid Geneva altogether, since the Château of Andernatt was on the French side of the lake and he could have followed the course of Rhone, but he had hoped to find the city of

  his ancestors more welcoming by far than any other he had passed through on his flight from Paris. At least the many repetitions of his grandmother’s story had drummed the stages of the route

  that she and Aubert had followed into Jehan’s mind: Bessange, Ermance, ford the Dranse; Chesset, Colombay, Monthey, the hermitage of Notre-Dame-du-Sex.




  When Jehan’s grandparents had made that journey the churches of Geneva had still been affiliated to Rome; now, fifty years after Calvin’s advent, they preached a very different

  faith. Notre-Dame-du-Sex was on the French shore, but Jehan was not at all certain that the hermitage would still be occupied. The apparatus of charity that had supported the hermit who gave

  temporary refuge to Aubert Thun and the daughter of Master Zacharius had been transformed for several leagues around the city, just as the environs of Paris had been transformed before St

  Bartholomew’s Day.




  The rain began before Jehan had reached the Dranse, but it was no deluge at first and the torrent had not become impassable. The downfall became steadier as he left the shore, though, and the

  further he went up the slopes the greater its volume became. He dared not stop now, or even relent in his pace. It had taken his grandparents more than twenty hours to reach the base of the

  Dent-du-Midi, but they had been slowed down by Old Scholastique; he reckoned on covering the same ground in fourteen hours at the most – as he would have to do if he were to avoid spending

  the night on the bare mountain.




  He had hoped that fifty years of footfalls might have smoothed the paths a little since his grandparents’ day, but it seemed that hardly anyone came this way any more; parts of the path

  had all but disappeared. On a better day, the Dent-du-Midi would have served as a fine beacon, but with its top lost in the clouds he was unable to sight it.




  Jehan Thun was a man well used to walking, but the gradients in and around Paris were gentle, and he was glad now that he had had to cross the forbidding slopes of the Jura in order to reach

  Geneva, for his legs had been hardened in the last few weeks. His cape and broad-brimmed hat protected him from the worst effects of the driving rain, but that would not have been enough to sustain

  him had he not been capable of such a metronomic stride. He had walked like an automaton since St Bartholomew’s Day, but even an automaton needs strength in its limbs and power in its

  spring.




  It was a close-run thing, in the end; had he been a quarter of an hour later, he would not have been able to catch a glimpse of the hermitage before darkness fell. Had he not seen it in the

  fast-fading twilight he could not have found it, for no light burned in its window, and it had obviously been abandoned for decades, but the roof had not yet caved in. It leaked in a dozen places,

  but there was enough dry space within to set down his pack. He lit a candle—not without difficulty, for all that he had kept his tinder dry.




  There was no point in trying to gather wood to build a fire that would burn all night, so Jehan made a rapid meal of what little bread he had left before wrapping himself more tightly in his

  cloak and lying down in a corner to sleep. Even as he reached out to snuff out his candle, though, he was interrupted. A voice cried in the distance, in German-accented French, asking what light it

  was that was showing in the darkness. For a moment he was tempted to extinguish the candle anyway, in the hope that the other traveller would not be able to find him once the guide was gone –

  but that would have been a terrible thing to do, even if the other turned out to be a bandit or a heresy-hunter. Instead, he shouted out that he was a traveller who had lost his way, and had taken

  refuge in an abandoned hermitage.




  A few minutes later, a man staggered through the doorway, mingling curses against the weather with profuse thanks for guidance to the meagre shelter. He took off a vast colporteur’s pack,

  letting it fall to the floor with a grateful sigh. He was approximately the same age and build as Jehan Thun; even by candlelight Jehan could see the anxiety in the way the newcomer measured him,

  and knew that it must be reflected in his own eyes. He imagined that the other must be just as glad as he was to see that they were so evenly matched, not merely in size and apparent health but in

  the manner of their dress.




  “I did not see you on the path ahead of me,” the newcomer said, “so I presume that you must be coming away from Geneva while I am going towards it. I don’t know which of

  us is the wiser, for they say that Geneva is like a city under siege nowadays. My name is Nicholas Alther. I was born in Bern, although my course takes me far and wide in the Confederation, France

  and Savoy.”




  Jehan knew that the complications of Geneva’s political situation extended far beyond matters of religious controversy; although the city was allied with Bern it was not a member of the

  Swiss confederation, and its position as a three-way juncture between Switzerland, Savoy and France created tensions over and above the residue of Calvin’s reforms.




  “My name is Jehan Thun,” he admitted, a trifle warily. “I’m stateless now, although I’ve recently been in France.” Jehan watched Nicholas Alther carefully as

  he spoke his name; there was a manifest reaction, but it was not the same one that the name had usually evoked in Geneva, and Nicholas Alther did not make the same attempt to conceal it.

  “Thun?” the colporteur echoed. “There was once a clock-maker in these parts named Thun.”




  “That was a long time ago,” Jehan said, very carefully.




  “Yes,” Alther agreed.“He was a fine mechanician, though, and his work has lasted. I have one of his watches in my pack – my own, not for trading.” So saying, the

  colporteur rummaged in one of the side-pockets of his capacious luggage and brought out a forty-year-old timepiece. Jehan Thun observed that its single hand was making slow progress between the

  numbers ten and eleven. “You doubtless have a better one,” Alther prompted, as he put the device away again and brought out a cheese instead.




  “No,” Jehan confessed. “I have no watch at all.”




  “No watch!” Alther seemed genuinely astonished. He offered Jehan Thun the first slice of cheese he cut off, but Jehan shook his head and the other continued, punctuating his speech

  with the motions of his meal. “Perhaps you are not related to the old clockmaker – but your French has a hint of Geneva in it, and I doubt there was another family hereabouts with that

  name. Aubert Thun must have been one of the first men ever to use a spring to drive a clock, or at least a fusée regulator in place of a stackfreed – and the escapements he made for

  weight-driven clocks will preserve his reputation for at least a century more, for they’re still in use in half the churches between here and Bern. He was a greater man than many whose names

  will be better preserved by history, although I don’t recall hearing of anything he did after he quit Geneva.”




  Jehan Thun looked at the colporteur sharply when he said that, wondering whether Alther might have the name of Calvin in mind, but all he said, reluctantly, was: “Aubert Thun was my

  grandfather.”




  “Did he abandon his trade when he went away?” the colporteur asked.




  “No,” Jehan admitted, “but there are locksmiths and clockmakers by the hundred in Paris, which means that there are escapements by the thousand and far more watch-springs than

  anyone could count. He had the reputation there of a skilled man, but there was no reason why rumour of his skill should carry far. It has surprised me that his name is still remembered here; he

  told me that he was only an apprentice to the man who first used springs in Genevan watches and first put verge escapements into the region’s church clocks.”




  “Is that true?” Alther replied, his features expressing surprise. He had wine as well as cheese, and offered the flask to Jehan Thun, but Jehan shook his head again. Alther took a

  deep draught before continuing: “I heard the same, but always thought Master Zacharius a legend. Even before Calvin, Genevans were reluctant to think that anything new could be produced by

  the imagination of a man; everything had to be a gift from god or an instrument of the Devil. The tale they tell of Thun’s supposed master is a dark and fanciful one, but nothing a reasonable

  man could believe.”




  Jehan knew that the conversation had strayed on to unsafe ground, but he felt compelled to say: “I agree, and I’m sorry to have found people in Geneva who still look sideways at the

  mention of my grandfather’s name. Master Zacharius did go mad, I fear, but the stories they tell of him are wildly exaggerated.”




  “And yet,” Alther observed, “you’re coming away from Geneva. Are you, by any chance, heading in the direction of Évionnaz . . . and the Château of

  Andernatt?”




  Jehan suppressed a shiver when Alther said that. Colporteurs were notorious as collectors and tellers of tales, for it oiled the wheels of their trade; Alther’s stock was obviously broad

  and deep. He said nothing.




  “I’ve seen the château on the horizon,” the colporteur went on, eventually, “and that’s more than most can say. No one goes there, and it seems to have fallen

  into ruins. Whatever you’re looking for, I doubt that you’ll find it.”




  “My destination might lie further in the same direction,” Jehan pointed out.




  “There is nothing further in that direction,” Alther retorted. “Évionnaz is the road’s end. I’ve travelled it often enough to know.”




  “The world is a sphere,” Jehan said, knowing as he said it that it was not an uncontroversial opinion, and hence not entirely safe. “There is always further to go, in every

  direction, no matter how hard the road might be – and the Dents-du-Midi are not impassable at this time of year.”




  “That’s what I thought before the rain set in,” Alther grumbled, following his cheese with some kind of sweetmeat – which, this time, he did not bother to offer to his

  companion, “but the people of Évionnaz think the world has an edge, no more than a league from the bounds of their fields. They never go to Andernatt.”




  “I have not said that I am going that way,” Jehan said, rudely. “But if I were, it would be no one’s business but my own.” He felt that he had said too much, even

  though he had said very little, and he indicated by the way in which he gathered his cloak about himself that he did not want to waste any more time before going to sleep, now that the colporteur

  had finished his meal.




  “That’s true,” Alther agreed, shrugging his shoulders to indicate that it was of scant importance to him whether or not the conversation was cut short. “I’ll

  venture to say, though, that you’d be unlikely to meet the Devil if you did go that way, whether or not there’s anything more than a ruin at Andernatt. There are half a hundred peaks on

  this side of the lake alone where Satan’s reported to have squatted at one time or another – and that’s not counting dwellings like this one, whose former inhabitant was reckoned

  his minion by the Calvinists down in Geneva.”




  “I’ll be glad of that, too,” Jehan assured him, and said no more.




  Jehan Thun and Nicholas Alther parted the next morning on good terms, as two honest men thrown briefly together by chance ought to do. They wished one another well as they set

  off in near-opposite directions. Whether Alther gave another thought to him thereafter, Jehan did not know or care, but he certainly gave a good deal of thought to what Alther had said as he made

  his way towards Évionnaz. It was a difficult journey, but when he finally reached the village, huddled in a narrow vale between two crags, he was able to buy food and fill his flask. He

  passed through with minimal delay into territory where the paths that once had been were now hardly discernible. No one in the village asked him where he was bound, but a dozen pairs of eyes

  watched him as he went, and he felt those eyes boring into his back until he had put the first of many ridges between himself and the village.




  Jehan no longer had precise directions as to the path he must take; he had not dared to mention the château in Geneva. All he had to guide him now was vague advice handed on by his

  grandmother, which told him no more than to steer to the left. Inevitably, Jehan soon became desperately unsure of his way. While the sun descended into the west he wandered, searching the narrow

  horizons for a glimpse of the ruins that Nicholas Alther claimed to have seen. At least the sun was visible, so he was able to conserve a good notion of the direction in which Évionnaz lay,

  but by the time he decided that he would have to turn back he knew that it would be difficult to reach the village before nightfall.




  Then, finally, he caught sight of a strange hump outlined on a slanting ridge. He was not certain at first, given the distance and the fact that he was looking at it from below, that it really

  was the remnant of an edifice, and it seemed in a far worse state than he had hoped, even after hearing Alther’s judgement.




  Because it lay in a direction diametrically opposite to the route that would take him towards Évionnaz, Jehan Thun knew that he would be in difficulty if there were nothing on the site

  but broken stones, but he had to make the choice and he was not at all confident that he could find his way back to his present location if he did not press on now. He decided that he must trust to

  luck and do his utmost to carry his quest forward to its destination.




  Again he reached his objective just as night was falling, and again he saw no light as he toiled uphill towards the crumbled stonework, until he lit his own candle – but this time, there

  seemed at first glance to be no roof at all to offer him shelter, merely a tangle of tumbled walls, cracked arches and heaps of debris.




  He did not realize for some little while that he had only found an outer part of the ancient edifice. He might easily have laid himself down to sleep without making any such discovery, but as

  chance would have it he was fortunate enough to see a flock of bats emerging from a crevice behind a pile of rubble. When he climbed up to see if he could insinuate himself into the gap he did not

  expect to find anything more than a corner of a room, but he was able to make a descent into a much broader and deeper space that had two doorways. These gave access to further corridors, each of

  which contained a stairway leading into what had seemed from beneath to be the solid rock of the ridge. He quickly came to the conclusion that the château must have been much larger than it

  now seemed, built into a groove in the ridge rather than perched atop level ground. The lower parts of its walls had been so completely overgrown that the casual eye could not distinguish them from

  the native rock that jutted up to either side.




  One stairway turned out to be useless, the wooden-beamed storage-cellar to which it led having caved in, but the other led to further rooms and further portals, some with ceilings and doors

  still intact. The route was awkward, not least because of the stink – the bats had been depositing their excreta for generations – but he managed to open three of the closed doors to

  expose further spaces beyond, two no bigger than closets but one of a more appreciable size. This one had a slit-like window, through which the stars were clearly visible, although no such aperture

  had been discernible from the side of the hill he had climbed on his first approach.




  That first room was uninhabitable, but when he went on again he found one that the bats had not yet turned into a dormitory; the shutter on its window was still intact. The bare wooden

  floorboards seemed more hospitable than stone, and they seemed remarkably free of dirt, so Jehan set his pack down. He was so exhausted that he stretched himself out and blew out his candle without

  making a meal.




  His thoughts immediately returned to what Nicholas Alther had said about Master Zacharius, and he began to regret not asking exactly what story it was that Alther had heard. According to his

  grandmother – who believed far more of the tale than her husband – her father had put his soul into the spring of a clock commissioned by the Devil, thus conceding the Adversary power

  to transmogrify and finally obliterate his work. Aubert Thun’s son, Jehan’s father, had been as sceptical as the old man, and Jehan had the same attitude; he would never have come here

  had it not become impossible for him to stay in Paris – but once the capital of France had become as unsafe for Protestants as Geneva had once been for Catholics, the only choice remaining to

  him was the direction in which to flee. Since he had had to go somewhere, and had no other destination in mind, it had seemed to Jehan that he might as well do what his grandmother – who had

  died of natural causes thank God, long before the massacre – had always wanted his father to do. Now that he was here, though, he could not help reflecting lugubriously on the fact that he

  had come in order to have a destination at which to point his automaton limbs, not because he believed that there would be any treasure to find or any curse to lift.




  He decided before he fell asleep he would explore the ruins as thoroughly as was humanly possible on the following day, and then make further plans. The food he had bought in Évionnaz

  would be enough to sustain him for more than a day, although it should not be difficult to find pools of rainwater to drink. He would have to decide soon enough whether to retrace his steps in the

  direction of inhospitable Geneva, or to make his way back to the Rhone and follow the path that Nicholas Alther had presumably been walking, or make his way eastwards along the north shore of the

  lake – or go on into the Dents-du-Midi, into a bleak and empty region which the people of Évionnaz took to be the limit of the world.




  In the morning, Jehan Thun was woken up by a hand placed on his shoulder. The room was still gloomy but the shutter had been partially opened; the beam of sunlight streaming

  through the narrow window brightened the plastered walls, reflecting enough light to show him that the person who had woken him was very short and stout: a dwarf.




  That was a terrible shock – not because it was unexpected, but for precisely the opposite reason. His grandmother had told him that the Devil had come to her father, Master Zacharius, in

  the form of a dwarf named Pittonaccio.




  “Who are you?” Jehan stammered, quite ready to believe that he was face to face with the Devil. The moment of awakening is a vulnerable one, in which deep impressions can be made

  that are sometimes difficult of amendment.




  The little man paused momentarily, as if he had not expected to be addressed in French, but he answered fluently enough in the same language. “I am the Master of Andernatt,” he said,

  proudly. “The question should rather be:Who are you? You are the invader here – are you a bandit come to rob me of my heritage?” His Germanic accent was not as pronounced as

  Nicholas Alther’s, but was evident nevertheless.




  “I’m no bandit,” Jehan said.




  “Are you not? Are you a guest, then? Did you knock on any of the doors you passed through last night? Did you call out to ask for shelter?”




  “I saw no light,” Jehan protested.




  “You would have seen a light had you taken more care to look around,” the dwarf replied. “My chamber has a broader window than this one, and I lit my lamp before sunset. I

  suppose you did not see my goats on the ledges either, or my garden in the vale.”




  “No,” said Jehan, becoming increasingly desperate as the challenges kept coming. “I saw no goats – but if I had, I’d have taken them for wild creatures. Nor did I

  see a garden, but it was dusk when I approached and I was fearful that I might not reach the shelter of the ruins before night plunged me into darkness.”




  “The stars were shining,” the dwarf observed, “and there’s near half a moon. Your eyes must be poor – but I suppose you came from the direction of Évionnaz,

  from which my window would have been hidden. You still have not told me who you are, or what business you have here.”




  Jehan Thun hesitated fearfully; he felt a strong temptation to declare that his name was Nicholas Alther, and that he was a colporteur who had lost his way – but he had no pack of goods

  and trinkets, and no good reason to lie. In the end, he plucked up his courage and said: “My name is Jehan Thun. My grandfather was Aubert Thun, apprentice to Master Zacharius of

  Geneva.”




  The dwarf recognized the names, but he did not look sideways in suspicion, let alone recoil in horror. Instead, he smiled beatifically, and the expression caused his unhandsome face to become

  quite pleasant. “Ah!” he said. “The answer to my prayer! There have been others here before you, searching for the clock, but none named Thun. Zacharius must have been your

  great-grandfather, Master Jehan, for Aubert Thun married the clockmaker’s daughter, Gérande.”




  Jehan was terrified already, so the fact that the dwarf knew all this gave him little further distress. “And you?” he said, in a quavering voice. “Are you . . . ?” He

  could not say the word. His grandmother had been twice devout, once as a Catholic and once as a Protestant, and had prayed incessantly for her father in either mode, but Jehan had never been able

  to put quite as much trust as that in the attentiveness of Heaven or the menace of Hell. Even so, for the moment, he could not say either “the Devil” or “Pittonaccio.”




  “Not even his great-grandson, Master Jehan,” the dwarf said. “My name is Friedrich – very ordinary, as I’m sure you’ll agree; but I’m Master of

  Andernatt nevertheless, at least for now, and I do have the clock. I have nearly completed its reconstruction, but have faltered lately for lack of proper tools and a skilful hand. Have you brought

  your own tools?”




  “I’ve brought my grandfather’s,” Jehan confessed.




  “Then you’re a wiser man than those who came before you. Did you also bring his skill?”




  The truth seemed to have taken firm hold of Jehan Thun’s tongue; he could not seem to twist it. “I’m not a watchmaker,” he confessed. “I’m a printer –

  or was. The mob was as anxious to smash up my press as to break my neighbours’ heads. I can cast and trim type, and work in wood, and I have some skill as an engraver, but I haven’t

  curled a spring or wrought a fusée since I helped my father in his shop as a boy. Times have changed, and it’s the printing press that has changed them. There are hundreds of

  clockmakers in Paris, but only a dozen printers as yet – at least one less, now.”




  The dwarf looked at him long and hard then, as if he were following some train of thought to an unexpected terminus. “I have a printed book,” he admitted, finally. “It’s

  a Bible.”




  “I printed a great many of those myself,” Jehan told him. “Too many, perhaps.”




  “Well,” said the dwarf, “whether you called out or not, Master Jehan, you’re a guest now, and the most welcome one I’ve ever had. Come to breakfast – and then

  I’ll show you the clock.”




  The corridors that Jehan Thun had thought rather labyrinthine the previous evening were even more extensive and complex than he had imagined. They were, however, far better

  ventilated than the initial barrier of bat droppings had suggested and many of them were dimly illuminated by daylight creeping through window-slits and cracks in the masonry. One such slit

  overlooked the “garden” to which the master of the ruins had referred – which was actually a vegetable-plot and orchard. Jehan Thun saw immediately why he had not caught sight of

  it before; the dell in which it was situated was itself a covert, hidden by a massive buttress of rock. There was evidently another way into the cavernous part of the edifice from that side, which

  allowed the dwarf to avoid the difficulties of the way by which Jehan had gained entry.




  The dwarf took him to a room more brightly lit than the rest, which also looked out over the garden. It had a fire burning in the grate, but the chimney let out into the same covert, so its

  smoke would not have been easily visible as Jehan Thun had approached on the previous evening. There was a cookpot simmering beside the fire, and various items of game hung from a rack on the

  chimney-breast. The furniture was sparse but there was a sturdy table and two good chairs. Jehan sat down gladly, and ate a good meal.




  The printed Bible that the dwarf had mentioned was laid flat on a shelf; the dust on its binding implied that it had not been opened for some while. Jehan lifted the cover to inspect the quality

  of the printing, but the type was florid Gothic and the text was not in Latin.




  “Come, Master Jehan, my godsend,” said the dwarf. “I will show you what you came to see.”




  According to Jehan’s grandmother, the iron clock of Andernatt had been fastened to the wall of a great hall. It had been shaped by Master Zacharius to resemble the facade of a church, with

  wrought-iron buttresses and a bell-tower, with a rose-window over the door in which the clock’s two hands were mounted. The same witness had testified that the clock had exploded and its

  internal spring had burst out like a striking snake to secure the damnation of its maker.




  The clock was not in a great hall now but in a small room that had no window. The buttresses and the bell-tower must have been transported in several pieces, but they had been reassembled so

  carefully that they seemed whole again. The window had been pieced together, and all of its glass replaced, although the cobwebbing cracks made it obvious that the stained-glass had once been

  shattered. The doors of the church had been replaced, with newer wood, and they stood open to display the inner works of the clock – but the giant spring that Master Zacharius had set in

  place was not there now, nor was the verge-escapement that had regulated it. There was, instead, a more complex mechanism. Its most prominent feature was a mysterious brass rod, mounted vertically

  on a spindle, pivoted so that it might swing from side to side, whose lower extremity was shielded by a polished silver disc.




  This remarkable object caught and held Jehan’s gaze for several seconds, delaying his search for the clock’s most unusual feature: the copper plate between the door and the dial, in

  which words appeared as each hour struck.




  His grandmother had described this plate as a magic mirror, on which words appeared and disappeared by diabolical command, but his grandfather had assured him that there was nothing magical

  about it. There was actually a series of twelve plaques mounted on the rim of a hidden wheel, which rotated as the clock’s spring unwound and the hands made their own rotation. Each plaque

  was itself held back by a tiny spring, which would release as the hour struck, displaying the motto inscribed on the plaque with startling suddenness in a space that had been occupied only a second

  before by a blank face of copper.




  The original set of plaques furnished by Master Zacharius, Aubert Thun had assured his grandson, had been inscribed with conventional pieties, many of them taken from the Sermon on the Mount

  – but once the clock had been installed at Andernatt, its owner had replaced the plaques with a new set offering different maxims.




  “Your grandmother is convinced that the replacement was the work of the Devil,” Aubert Thun had told him, “but it was not even a task that would have required a

  locksmith’s metal-working skills, once the wheel’s casing had been removed. Her father was already mad, but the discovery that his work of art had been altered was the ultimate insult.

  That is why he tried to stop the clock – but the spring broke because its iron was too poor to sustain its stress. No spring could power a clock like that for very long, for the alloy is not

  yet discovered that can bear the strain of continual winding in a strip so vast. Now that the necessity is obvious, better materials will doubtless be devised, but Zacharius could only work with

  what he had, and it was not adequate to his ambition.




  “It was Zacharius’s vanity, not his soul, that was embodied in the mechanism – and it was his vanity, not some diabolical bargain, that struck him dead. My wife would never

  believe it, though, and she will swear to her dying day that she saw the dwarf Pittonaccio disappear into the bowels of the earth with the spring in his grasp, bound for the Inferno. She believes

  that she and I were cursed on the day he died, and that all the force of her constant prayers – and mine – has only served to keep the curse at bay. Your father is an exceedingly devout

  man, and I do not criticize him for that, but you must make up your own mind what to believe, and there are better fates than to live in fear.”




  Jehan had taken his grandfather’s word over his grandmother’s, far more determinedly than his father had, and had tried very hard not to live in fear. Aubert Thun had not lived to

  see the death of his son on St Bartholomew’s Day in 1572, and Jehan driven into exile – but Jehan knew that Aubert would have been adamant that it was the way of the world that had

  brought that evil day about, and that Jehan’s printing-press was no more to blame for his father’s death than the residue of any curse that had once attached to the Clock of Andernatt.

  Jehan Thun’s grandmother had, however, carried the conviction to her grave that she and her son were cursed – and now that Jehan had seen the cellars and inner rooms of the

  Château of Andernatt, he understood far better how she might have witnessed the broken spring being borne into the hollows of the mountain, whether or not it was bound for Hell.




  Jehan asked the dwarf about Zacharius’s broken spring, but the present Master of Andernatt told him that it was long discarded, replaced by a far better mechanism.




  As the dwarf had said, the clock was not quite finished, but very nearly so. The parts scattered on the floor of the room were all tiny, and they all required to be fitted into the narrow space

  above the rose-window, behind the part of the facade that resembled a bell-tower – an awkward task, hampered by the casing of the wheel bearing and concealing the motto-engraved plaques.




  “The face of the tower can still be removed,” the dwarf told Jehan, “and I can compensate for my lack of stature by standing on a stool, but I don’t have your slender

  fingers or your delicate touch. Even if you have not dabbled in clockwork since you were a child, your own work must have maintained your dexterity; my escapement is not as delicate as a

  fusée. You could complete the work in a matter of days.”




  “I don’t understand the mechanism,” Jehan Thun objected. “I’ve never seen its like.”




  “It’s simple enough, once explained,” the dwarf assured him.




  Jehan Thun’s gaze redirected itself then to the blank copper plate that would presumably be eclipsed by a plaque if the mechanism were actually to prove capable of moving the hands and

  activating the chimes.




  “You need have no fear on that score,” the dwarf said. “I’ve replaced the maxims that caused your grandmother such distress.”




  “With the original set?” Jehan Thun asked.




  “Those were discarded long ago. I made my own replace-ments. They’re all in place, but now that the casing is sealed they can’t be seen until the clock is completed and

  started. I trust that you didn’t come here with no bolder hope than to melt down the remains of the mechanism and separate out the precious metals therefrom. You did say, did you not, that

  you are no bandit?”




  “I expected to find the clock in ruins, like the château,” Jehan Thun said, hesitantly. “My grandmother told me that the place was considered accursed, and that no one

  would be living here.”




  “Calvin redoubled the fear of the Devil that the good people of Geneva already had,” the dwarf told him, “but there are always men who are careless of curses. Had I not been

  here to hide and stand guard over the pieces of the clock they’d have been looted long ago. Even I could not resist a whole robber band – but it’s a clock, after all, not a gold

  mine. You wouldn’t have come so far just for a little metal, I’m sure – but I’m equally sure that you haven’t come in the hope of reclaiming the spring that might or

  might not have been the soul of Master Zacharius.”




  Jehan considered the possibility of telling the dwarf about his grandmother’s sorrows and delusions, and how she had begged his father to make the journey in order to destroy the last

  remnants of the clock and lift the family curse with prayer, but he did not want to do that. “I came to examine the fusée,” he said, eventually, although he was not entirely

  certain that it was true. “One of the few things on which my grandparents agreed, save for the fact that they loved one another very dearly, was that it was a new type, better than any

  previously used in a spring-driven clock. Aubert thought that he could reproduce it, but he never contrived to do it, and came to believe in the end that he had misremembered some small but

  essential detail. Alas, he was in Paris by then.”




  “You came to study the fusée?” the dwarf repeated, in a tone that had a strange satisfaction in it as well as a certain scepticism. “But you say that you’re not a

  watchmaker, Master Thun – merely a printer.”




  “There’s nothing mere about printing,” Jehan retorted. “Had printers not put the word of God directly into the hands of every man who can read there would have been no

  Lutheran armies, no Calvinist legions. Printing is changing the way that men think, believe and act – but I’m a printer without a press, and there are hundreds of clock-makers in every

  city in Europe eager to discover a better escapement for watches. Is that escapement the one my great-grandfather built to regulate the missing spring?”




  “No – but your grandparents were mistaken about the originality of the first escapement. There was only one thing new about the fusée I discarded, and that was its material.

  It was brass, not iron; it did not rust, but if it worked any better as a regulator than any other it was by virtue of the quality of its workmanship, not the detail of its design. The one I have

  made is better adapted to its own mechanism; it could not regulate a watchspring any more than a pendulum could drive the hand of a watch. On the other hand, what you say is perfectly true: there

  are a hundred clockmakers in every city in Europe who would be eager to know what might be done with my mechanism, and you shall share in the profits that will accrue from the dissemination of the

  secret if you will help me finish my work. Once we have completed the clock, you will be better equipped than you could have hoped to spread new knowledge throughout the continent – and

  beyond, if you care to. The world is, as you doubtless know, a sphere, and there is always further to go in every direction than the cities we already know. There’s a new world now, beyond

  the Atlantic Ocean, and a vast number of undiscovered islands in the far Pacific.”




  It did not seem remarkable to Jehan that the dwarf’s comment about the world being a sphere was echoing a statement he had made the day before, in another place. “Very well,

  then,” he said. “I shall fetch my grandfather’s tools. If you will explain what needs to be done, I shall do my very best to carry out your instructions.”




  Jehan Thun was as good as his word, and so was the dwarf. Working to instruction, Jehan’s nimble hands pieced together the last parts of the mechanism, although it was no

  mere matter of assembly. There was a good deal of drilling to be done, a great many threads to be worked, and an abundance of accurate filing, as well as a certain amount of casting. Fortunately,

  the dwarf possessed a crucible and a vice, and a good stock of charcoal with which to charge his furnace. The dwarf’s own fingers were thick and gnarled, and he could never have done the

  delicate work that Jehan did, but he was a clever man with plans and his strong arms could certainly work a bellows hard.




  Once Jehan had set to work the hours seemed to melt away. Because there was no natural light in the room where the clock was kept, Jehan did the greater part of his work in a different one much

  higher in the château’s hidden structure, but he soon became used to shuttling back and forth between the two. He worked long into the evening, conserving that fraction of his labour

  that did not need good light, but the dwarf was conscientious about interrupting him, not only to make meals but also to explain the new mechanism he had built for the clock.




  “It’s a secret that no one else has discovered,” the little man bragged, “although it’s obvious enough. How long have there been slingshots and other devices in

  which solid objects swing freely at the ends of cords? At least since David slew Goliath. Children play with such devices – and yet no one has observed, as I have, the isochronism of the

  freely-swinging weight – or if anyone has, he could not go on to the naturally consequent thought, which is that a pendulum might do as well as a system of weights or a mere spring to

  regulate the motions of a clock. Just as the descent of weights requires refinement by escapements, so does the swing of a pendulum, so I devised one appropriate to it.




  “I have tried out my pendulum in humbler boxes with elementary faces, but never in a clock with two hands, let alone a masterpiece like the Zacharius Machine. I could have got it working,

  after a fashion, but a masterpiece is a masterpiece, and it sets its own standard of perfection. I might have gone to Geneva in search of a skilled clock-maker, but how could I dare, given my

  appearance? Even before Calvin came, Master Zacharius was remembered by many as a sorcerer, and those who hold such opinions are always among the first converts to any new fad – including

  Calvin’s philosophy. Of all the cities in the world, why did Andernatt have to be placed so close to Geneva? No one actually casts stones at me in Évionnaz, or any other village within

  hiking range, but the way they look at me informs me that it would not do to linger too long in any such a place, let alone make any attempt to settle there. I was a wanderer before I came here,

  although I did not want to be. I am a recluse now, although that would not have been my choice before I realized how fearful people are of anything out of the ordinary. Dwarfs are not rare, you

  know, and they cannot all be the Devil in disguise, but men who do not travel far do not realize how many kinds of men there are.”




  “Noblemen employ dwarfs as clowns and jesters in France, Italy and the Germanic states,” Jehan observed. “They like automata too, to strike the hours on church clocks or merely

  to perform mechanical acrobatics for credulous eyes.”




  “I am not a clown, Master Jehan,” the dwarf said. “Nor am I a jester. I am the man who discovered the isochronicity of the pendulum, although I would wager that history will

  give the credit to a taller man – perhaps to you.”




  “History often makes mistakes,” Jehan assured him. “Master Zacharius never received credit for the fusée, because there was a man named Jacob the Czech who worked in

  Prague, and Prague is a far better source of fame than poor Geneva. I do not charge this Jacob with theft, mind, for the device is obvious enough once a man’s mind turns in that direction,

  just as your pendulum-clock might be. There may well be another man who has already made the discovery – in Florence, say, or Vienna – whose discovery has not yet been communicated to

  the other great cities of Europe. I think that luck has more to do with matters of reputation than height.”




  “Yet Pittonaccio was reckoned an imp,” the dwarf reminded him. “Had he been as handsome as you, he might have been reckoned an artificer himself, and your greatgrandfather

  might never have gone mad. But Pittonaccio’s long dead, for men of my kind rarely live as long as men of yours.”




  “My father might have lived a while longer,” Jehan said, sombrely, “had he not been a Protestant in Paris at an unfortunate hour. Hatred is not reserved for those of strange

  appearance; it thrives like a weed wherever faith puts forth new flowers.”




  The dwarf allowed Jehan to have the last word on that occasion, perhaps because he did not want to offend his guest in advance of the clock becoming workable. On that score, he did not have much

  longer to wait, for Jehan still felt that he was more automaton than man, and the work that he did allowed him to conserve that placid state of mind, absorbing him completely into matters of

  technical detail. The hours sped by, and the days too – six in all – until he arrived at the time when the last piece of the puzzle was correctly shaped, and ready to be fitted.




  When he had set it in place, Jehan Thun stepped back, and looked at what he had done.




  It did not seem, now that he had finished, that it was his work. He was a printer, after all, not a locksmith or a clockmaker. He had played at being a locksmith and a clock-maker when he was a

  child, using the very same tools that had served him so well now, but it had always been play rather than work. Clockmaking had never been his vocation, even though circumstance seemed to have

  turned him into something more like clockwork than flesh, at least for a while.




  He watched the dwarf set the hands of the clock.




  He watched the pendulum swing back and forth, with a regularity that was quite astonishing, in spite of its utter obviousness.




  “If only the world were like that,” he murmured.




  “It shall be,” the dwarf assured him.“We have the example now, far better than any commandments from on high.”




  As he spoke, the clock’s faster moving hand reached the vertical, and the clock began to chime.




  Even though he had watched the dwarf set the clock’s hands, Jehan had not bothered to wonder whether the time that was being set was correct, or take any particular notice of what it

  was.




  The clock chimed seven times, and with a barely-perceptible click the blank face of the copper plate was replaced by a plaque bearing words. They were not inscribed in red but in black, the

  letters having been engraved with loving care by a patient short-fingered hand.




  TIME, said the legend, IS THE GREAT HEALER.




  Jehan let out his breath, having been unaware of the fact that he was holding it. His grandmother could hardly have objected to such an innocent adage. There was little enough piety about it,

  but there was certainly no diabolism.




  Jehan became aware then that the clock was ticking as the pendulum swung back and forth, almost as if the machine had a beating heart. He was not afraid, however, that he had surrendered his

  soul to the mechanism while he worked to complete it. If he had lost that, he had left it somewhere in Paris, smeared on the bloodstained cobbles.




  “It’s a masterpiece all right,” the dwarf stated, his tone indicating that he was only half-satisfied, as yet. “All that remains is to see how well it keeps time. I can

  compare it against my watch, for now, but in order to prove that it can do far better I’ll need to calibrate it against the movements of the zodiac stars.”




  “A pity, then, that you rebuilt the façade in a room that has no window,” Jehan observed.




  “I can measure brief intervals accurately enough,” the dwarf assured him. “The question is how well the clock will measure days and weeks. Even so, the more rapidly information

  can be conveyed between the clock and the observation-window, the better my estimates will be. You may help me with this too, if you wish. I hope you will – but if you would like to leave, to

  carry the secret of the pendulum to the cities of the world, you may go with my blessing.”




  “I’m in no hurry,” Jehan assured him, “and I’m as interested as you are to see how accurately your clock keeps time.”




  What he had said was true; Jehan Thun was momentarily glad to have the prospect of further work to do – even work that could not possibly absorb his mind as the intricate

  labour of delicate construction. Any hope that it might permit him to extend the quasi-mechanical phase of his own existence was quickly dashed, however. Indeed, the work of attempting to calibrate

  the clock against the movements of the stars was worse than having nothing to do at all, for it involved a great deal of patient waiting, which made the time weigh heavily upon his mind. Waiting

  called forth daydreams, memories and questions, as well as the horrors of St Bartholomew’s Eve and its hideous aftermath.




  For weeks before his arrival in Andernatt Jehan had been walking, not with any rhythmic regularity but at least with grim determination, never laying himself down to sleep until exhaustion had

  robbed him of any prospect of remembering his nightmares. For days after his arrival at the château he had been able to focus his attention on demanding tasks, which had likewise been devoid

  of any kind of rhythmic regularity, but had nevertheless supplied him more than adequately with opportunities for grim determination. Now that the clock was finished, though, he could not use the

  time it mapped in any such vampiric fashion. Its demands were different now, not suppressing thought but nourishing and demanding it, forcing him to fill the darkness of his own consciousness with

  something more than blind effort.




  At first, there was a certain fascination in scurrying back and forth between the dwarf’s observatory and the room where the clock was entombed, to check the position of the hands against

  the position of the stars. Perhaps – just perhaps – there might have been enough activity in that to keep dark meditation at bay, if only the sky had remained clear. But this was a

  mountainous region where the air was turbulent, and the sky was often full of cloud. It was not always possible for the dwarf to make the observations he needed to make, and although the dwarf was

  philosophical about such difficulties, they preyed on Jehan Thun’s mind, teasing and taunting him.




  There was also a certain interest, for a while, in discovering what was inscribed on the other plaques, which had been hidden from Jehan while he worked on the completion of the clock by their

  housing. He did not see them all within the first twelve hours of the clock’s operation, nor even the second, but it only required two days for him to see each of them at least once, and thus

  to reconstruct their order in his mind. One o’clock brought forth the legend CARPE DIEM. Two o’clock supplied TIME TEACHES ALL THINGS. Three o’clock suggested that TIME OVERTAKES

  ALL THINGS. Four o’clock claimed that THERE IS TIME ENOUGH FOR EVERYTHING. Five o’clock observed that TEMPUS FUGIT. Six o’clock warned that OUR COSTLIEST EXPENDITURE IS TIME.

  Eight o’clock advised that THERE IS A TIME FOR EVERY PURPOSE. Nine o’clock pointed out that FUTURE TIME IS ALL THERE IS. Ten o’clock stated that EVERYTHING CHANGES WITH TIME.

  Eleven o’clock was marked by TIME MUST BE SPENT. Midnight and noon alike, perhaps reflecting increasing desperation in the expansion of the homiletic theme insisted that TIME NEVER WAITS.




  All in all, Jehan Thun concluded, while there was nothing among the legends to which a good man could object, there was also nothing as adventurous or imaginative as the blasphemies that his

  grandmother had seen . . . or imagined that she had seen.




  He had not thought to question the dwarf as to what he had read before discarding the allegedly blasphemous ones, but now he did. “Was there really one that said: Whoever shall try to

  make himself the equal of God shall be damned for all eternity?” Jehan asked his host, while they were gathering apples in the orchard one day.




  “I can’t remember the exact wording,” the dwarf told him, “but I think not. The sayings were pithier than that, and more enigmatic. Do you not approve of mine? I’m

  a clockmaker after all – or would be, if I had not been cursed with the body and hands of a clumsy clown. A clock ought to symbolize time, do you not agree? Common time, that is, not the

  grand and immeasurable reach of eternity.”




  “Even common time reflects the time of the heavens,” Jehan observed. “The movements of Creation spell out the day and the year, with all their strange

  eccentricities.”




  “The stars are mere backcloth,” the dwarf informed him, as he moved off up the slope with his basket half-full. “The Earth’s rotation on its own axis specifies the day,

  and its rotation about the sun defines the year. The eccentricity of the seasons is a matter of the inclination of its axis.”




  “So says Copernicus,” Jehan agreed, “but how shall we ever be sure?”




  “We shall be sure,” the dwarf told him, “When we have better clocks, more cleverly employed. Calculation will tell us which of the two systems makes better sense of all that we

  see. Better mechanisms will give us more accurate calculations, and more accurate calculations will enable us to make even better mechanisms.”




  “And so ad infinitum?” Jehan suggested.




  “I doubt that perfection is quite so far away,” said the dwarf, smiling as he set his basket down by the door. “And I doubt that mere humans will ever attain to perfection,

  even in calculation – but there’s scope yet for further improvement. The milking-goat is tethered on the far side, where the grazing is better. Will you come with me to soothe

  her?”




  Jehan agreed readily enough, and they went around the ruins together, to the side that looked out towards Évionnaz. They saw the platoon of soldiers as soon as they turned the corner, for

  the approaching men were no more than a thousand paces away. The men – a dozen in all – were heading directly for the château.




  “That’s Genevan livery,” the dwarf said bleakly. “Not that a party of men carrying half-pikes would be a more reassuring sight if their colours were Savoyard or

  Bernese.”




  “Their presence may have nothing at all to do with the château, let alone the clock,” Jehan said, although he could not believe it. He knew, as he watched the armed men coming

  on, that he had spoken his name too often during his brief sojourn in the city. He had stirred up old rumours and old memories that had been too shallowly buried, even after all this time. Someone

  had begun asking questions, and exercising an overheated imagination. The dwarf’s presence here might not be widely known, but the little man had been to Évionnaz and other villages in

  the vicinity; the suspicion that he had been joined at Andernatt by Aubert Thun’s grandson had been the kind of seed that could grow into strange anxieties.




  “They’re soldiers,” the dwarf said, “not churchmen. They have lived with clocks all their lives. They cannot be so very fearful.” But he too sounded like a man who

  could not believe what he was saying. He had been a wanderer before settling here; he knew what fears were abroad in a world torn apart by wars of religion. He knew, probably better than any man of

  common stature ever could, how often people spoke of witchcraft and the devil’s work, and what fear there was in their voices when they did so. He knew that Geneva was a city under permanent

  siege, where all kinds of anxiety seethed and bubbled, ever ready to overflow.




  “We should run and hide,” Jehan said. “They will not stay long, whatever they do while they are here.”




  “No,” said the dwarf. “I shall receive them as a polite host, and speak to them calmly. I shall persuade them, if I can, that there is nothing here to be feared. What manner of

  man, do you think, is the one who bears no arms and who seems to be guiding them?”




  Jehan shaded his eyes against the sunlight and squinted. The dwarf was presumably afraid that the man walking with the captain at the head of the column might be a churchman, but he was not.

  “I know him,” Jehan said. “He’s a colporteur by the name of Nicholas Alther. Our paths crossed on the far side of Évionnaz, and he guessed where I was bound. He told

  me he’d seen the ruins of the château on the horizon. That may be why they brought him as a guide – but he didn’t seem to me to be a fearful or a hateful man.”




  This judgment proved not unsound, for as the party came closer Jehan was able to read in Nicholas Alther’s face that he was certainly not the leader of the expedition, and that he would

  far rather be somewhere else, about his own business.




  “I know him too,” murmured the dwarf. “I’ve seen him in Évionnaz, and bargained with him for needles and thread – and metal-working tools, alas.”

  Raising his voice, the little man added: “Ho, Master Alther! Welcome to my home. Where’s your pack?”




  Alther did not reply, but thumped his chest to imply that he was out of breath in order to excuse his rudeness. It was the captain who spoke, saying: “This is not your home; the land

  belongs to the city of Geneva, and the ruins too. You have no right here.”




  “I am doing no harm, captain,” the dwarf replied. “I make no claim upon the land or the house; I merely took shelter here when I was in need.”




  “Is your name Pittonaccio?” the captain demanded.




  “No,” said the dwarf. “It’s Friedrich Spurzheim – and Spurzheim is a good Swiss family name, worn by many a man in Geneva and even more in Bern. I’m a

  Christian, as you are, and I have my own Bible.”




  It was the first time that Jehan had ever heard the dwarf’s surname – and he realized, as he heard the little man’s forename spoken for the second time, that he had never

  addressed him by it, or even thought of doing so, since he had first heard it pronounced. He had always thought of his host as “the dwarf.”
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