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Introduction


LAWRENCE ELLSWORTH


The word “swashbuckler” conjures up an indelible image: a hero who’s a bit of a rogue but has his own code of honor, an adventurer with laughter on his lips and a flashing sword in his hand. This larger-than-life figure is regularly declared passé, but the swashbuckler is too appealing to ever really die. Who wouldn’t want to face deadly danger with confidence and élan? Who can deny the thrill of clashing blades, hairbreadth escapes, and daring rescues, of facing vile treachery with dauntless courage and passionate devotion?


Sign me up, please.


The swashbuckler tradition was born out of legends like those of the Knights of the Round Table and of Robin Hood, revived in the early 19th century by Romantic movement authors such as Sir Walter Scott. The genre really caught hold with the publication of Alexandre Dumas’ The Three Musketeers in 1844, and for the next century it was arguably the world’s leading form of adventure fiction, challenged only by the American Western.


Swashbucklers at first were nearly all gentlemen, usually down on their luck or dishonored, but nonetheless born to rank or nobility. A darker strain joined the genre following the publication of Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island in 1883, which added pirates and buccaneers into the mix—for though they were the villains in Stevenson’s novel, the fiercely independent freebooters of the great age of piracy were attractive enough in their own right to inject a new jolt of energy into popular tales of historical adventure. The articles and illustrations of Howard Pyle, starting in 1887, were particularly influential, establishing the colorful image of the Caribbean pirates that we still recognize today.


In 1906 the popularity of Alfred Noyes’ poem “The Highwayman” brought the masked outlaw to the fore, a character type that was crossed with Baroness Orczy’s The Scarlet Pimpernel (1905) by Johnston McCulley in 1919 to create the leading swashbuckler of the 20th century, the aristocratic bandit Zorro.


The action and visual flair of the swashbucklers were perfect for the movie screen, and Hollywood brought them to life with brio and panache, starting most successfully with lavish productions of The Mark of Zorro (1920) and The Three Musketeers (1921), both starring Douglas Fairbanks, Sr. The 1920s through 1940s were the heyday of the Hollywood swashbuckler, but they continue to find favor with moviegoers right up to the present, notably in the recent Pirates of the Caribbean series. In fact, in the century from 1911 to 2011, The Three Musketeers alone was filmed more than two dozen times.


The popularity of historical swashbuckler stories declined in the nuclear-haunted 1950s, but the genre revived in the late 1960s with the success of paperback reprints from the adventure pulps of twenty to thirty years earlier. Most popular were the fantastic adventures of Edgar Rice Burroughs, author of the John Carter of Mars series, and Robert E. Howard, the creator of Conan the Barbarian. These, along with the rising influence of J.R.R. Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings books, ensured the swashbuckler’s continued pre-eminence, albeit in a setting of fantasy rather than history.


In today’s bookstores the Fantasy shelves bulge with tales of dashing swordsmen and (increasingly) swordswomen, testament to the continued appeal of a bold story clearly told, featuring a rogue maintaining his or her personal integrity in the face of death and dishonor. And if that sounds appealing to you, then this is your book.


Fantasy collections are common these days, so this anthology is dedicated to the swashbuckler’s roots: historical adventures by the masters of the genre. Most of these stories have been out of print for decades; some have never before been collected in book form. All are top-notch entertainment.


So, ready for some action?


En garde!
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About Rafael Sabatini


In the nineteenth century Alexandre Dumas père was the undisputed king of historical adventure, but in the twentieth century that crown was worn by Rafael Sabatini (1875-1950). Born in Italy, the (possibly illegitimate) child of two opera singers—one Italian, one English—Sabatini was raised and schooled in Britain, Italy, and Switzerland, and was fluent in at least five languages. Settling in England in the early 1890s, by 1899 he was selling short stories to British magazines, and in 1902 published The Suitors of Yvonne, the first of thirty-one historical novels, pretty much all of which can be classified as swashbucklers. Indeed, in the early twentieth century the name Sabatini practically defined the genre.


He was a modestly successful novelist for twenty years before he had a hit with Scaramouche (1921), a huge international bestseller that was followed in the next year by Captain Blood, an even bigger one. For the rest of the boom years of the 1920s his novels, including re-releases like The Sea Hawk (1915), sold hundreds of thousands of copies. With the Great Depression his sales decreased markedly, but his fame was still such that he weathered the storm better than most. It was only when the events of World War II began to make the conflicts of the past pale in comparison that his star began to set.


Here, however, is a tale from early in his career, proving that he had an assured style and strong command of dialogue from the very beginning. As always, Sabatini’s characters prefer direct action to delegation, which sometimes led him to put swords into unlikely hands—as in this story from Everybody’s Magazine of February, 1900.




Sword and Mitre


RAFAEL SABATINI
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The Marquis de Castelroc stood smiling before me, and in his outstretched hand he held the appointment which, unsolicited, and even against my wishes, he had obtained for me in Lorraine.


For some moments I remained dumbfounded by what I accounted a liberty which he had no right to take, and yet, imagining that feelings of kindly interest had dictated it, I had not the heart to appear resentful.


At length I broke the painful silence. “Monsieur is extremely kind,” I murmured, bowing, “but as I told you a week ago, when first you suggested this appointment to me, I cannot and will not accept it; nor can I fathom your motives for thus pressing it upon me.”


The smile faded from his handsome, roué face, and the hard lines which characterized his mouth when in repose reappeared.


“You refuse it?” he inquired, and his voice had lost all that persuasive gentleness of a moment ago.


“I regret that I cannot accept it,” I replied.


He dropped the parchment onto the table, and going over to the fireplace, leaned his elbow on the overmantel. With his gaze fixed upon the ormolu clock, he appeared lost in thoughts of no pleasant character, to judge by the expression of his face.


I endured the ensuing silence for some moments; then, growing weary, and remembering a pair of bright eyes that were watching for my arrival in the Rue du Bac, I coughed to remind him of my presence.


He started at the sound; then turning, came slowly across to where I stood. Leaning lightly against the secrétaire of carved oak, and laying a shapely hand, all ablaze with jewels, upon my shoulder, he gazed intently at me for a moment with those uncanny eyes of his.


“You are still a very young man, M. de Bleville,” he began.


“Pardon me,” I interrupted impatiently, “but I was twenty-four last birthday.”


“A great age,” he sneered lightly; then quickly changing his tone as if he feared to offend me, “I speak comparatively,” he continued. “You are young when compared with me, who am old enough to be your father. Youth, mon cher vicomte, is rash, and often does not recognize those things which would revert to its own advantage. Now, I mean you well.”


“I doubt it not, monsieur.”


“I mean you well, and take more interest in you than you think. I have noticed that you are growing pale of late; the air of Paris does not agree with you, and a change would benefit you vastly.”


“I thank you, but I am feeling passing well,” I answered with some warmth.


“Still,” he persisted, puckering his brows, “not so well as a young man of your years should do. Lorraine is a particularly healthy country. You will take the appointment.”


“A plague on the appointment!” I exclaimed, unable longer to restrain the anger which his impertinence excited. “I do not want it! Do you not understand me, sir? Nôtre Dame! But your persistence grows wearisome. Permit me to bid you good night; I have pressing matters to attend.”


So saying, I reached out for my hat which lay on the table beside the lighted tapers. But he caught my arm in his hand with a grip that made me wince.


“Not yet, vicomte!” he cried huskily. “I take too great an interest in you to let you go thus. We must understand each other first.”


His pale face had an evil scowl, and his voice a ring of mockery little to my taste.


“Your life is in danger, monsieur,” he said presently, “and if you persist in your determination to remain in Paris, evil will befall you.”


“And from whom, pray?” I inquired haughtily.


“My Lord Cardinal.”


“Richelieu!” I gasped, and I know that I paled, although I strove not to do so.


He bent over until his lips were on a level with my ear. “Who killed Beausire?” he whispered suddenly.


I recoiled as if he had struck me. Then, in an access of fury, I sprang upon him, and seizing him by the costly lace about his throat, I shook him viciously in my grasp.


“What do you know?” I cried. “Answer me, sir, or I will strangle you. What do you know? Confess!”


With an effort he wrenched himself free, and flung me back against the wall. “Enough to hang you,” he snarled, panting for breath. “Keep your distance, you young dog, and listen to me, or it will be the worse for you.”


Limp and mute, I remained where I was.


“You may not know me well, Bleville”—he spoke now in calm and deliberate accents—“but those who do will tell you that I am a dangerous man to thwart. Your presence in Paris is distasteful to me. I have determined that you shall quit it, and go you shall—either to Lorraine or the Bastille, as you choose.”


“I choose neither, sir,” I answered defiantly.


He shrugged his shoulders. “There is no third course open for you, unless, indeed, it be Montfaucon and the hangman. Come, be reasonable; take this appointment and go to Lorraine to recruit your health. Remember, vicomte, the cardinal has not forgotten his nephew’s death, and it will go hard with you if I but whisper your name in his ear.”


“You cannot substantiate your calumny!” I exclaimed.


“Ho, ho! Calumny, eh?” he jeered.


“Yes, calumny,” I repeated, thinking to have found a loophole.


But my hopes were soon dashed. “Pish!” he said. “But I have proofs, boy; written proofs. I have a letter which Beausire wrote to his wife on the morning of his death, wherein he told her that he was going to St. Germain to a rendezvous with de Bleville.”


“And why,” I inquired suspiciously, “if such be the case, why was this letter not shown to Monseigneur de Richelieu by the widow?”


“Because it contained a request that if he fell, no disclosures should be made. The widow was forced to respect his last wishes. But she died last week, as you may possibly be aware. She was my sister, as you may also know, and after her death I found this letter among other treasured papers.


“What do you say now? Will you accept the appointment?”


“It was an honorable duel,” I murmured sullenly.


He laughed. “You can explain that to his eminence,” he answered derisively, “if you think it will weigh with him.”


I knew full well that it would not; for, besides the royal edicts which forbade dueling—and in virtue of which we had gone to St. Germain to fight without seconds, trusting to each other’s honor, so that there might be no witnesses, and so that the survivor might not be pestered with the law—Beausire was the cardinal’s nephew.


Again Castelroc repeated that monotonous question, “Will you accept the appointment?”


For an instant I wavered, and had it not been for the memory of Mlle. de la Haudraye, who, at that very moment would, I knew, be waiting for me in the Rue du Bac, I believe I should have ended by assenting. As it was, I could not leave Paris then. It was but the night before that I had tasted of the cup of life’s happiness, when she had promised to become the Vicomtesse de Bleville, and I would make a desperate stand before the cup was dragged from my lips.


“Would you vouchsafe to tell me why you desire my absence?” I inquired at length.


“Because your presence annoys me,” he answered surlily.


“That is no explanation, monsieur. I must have a reason.”


“And, by Heaven, you shall!” he retorted furiously. “Listen, sir. There is a certain lady in Paris whom I love and whom I desire to wed; but I may not do so while you are by.”


The absurdity of his explanation was such that I could not withhold a laugh. “I do not understand how my presence can affect your affaires du cœur.”


“No more do I! Mort de ma vie, I do not!” he answered vehemently. “But women are strange things, and this one has the bad taste to prefer you to me.”


“And you think,” I answered banteringly, not because I believed his preposterous tale, but because I desired to humor his mendacity, “that if I were absent, if this amorous maid’s heart were no longer set aflame by the sight of my beauty, she might turn kindly to you?”


“You have said it!” he cried bitterly. “For you are young and rich, and she would marry you for your money alone, whereas I am not so young, and far from wealthy.”


I looked at the richness of his apparel, and of the room wherein we stood, and smiled. “But, M. de Castelroc,” I exclaimed, “how can I be guilty of all this? I do not seek to wed the maid.”


He looked at me in blank astonishment. “You do not seek to wed Mlle. de la Haudraye?” he muttered.


“Who?” I thundered, starting forward.


“Mlle. de la Haudraye.”


For a moment I stared at him; then, stimulated by anger and scorn, I burst into a long, loud laugh.


“It amuses you?” he said icily.


“Par Dieu! In truth it does! Imagine the presumption of a man of your years and reputation, aspiring to the hand of such a woman as Mlle. de la Haudraye! Mon Dieu, ’tis passing droll!” And with my hands on my sides I gave unrestrained vent to my hilarity, forgetful for the moment of the cardinal and the dungeon yawning at my feet.


But Castelroc sobered me suddenly by picking up that plaguey parchment. “When you have had your laugh, you young fool, perhaps you will reconsider the advisability of accepting this document,” he snarled, white with passion.


“May the devil take you and your document,” I answered, picking up my hat. “Do what you please. I remain in Paris.”


“I will give you twenty-four hours to deliberate,” he cried.


“My mind will be unaltered in twenty-four years.”


“Then, mon Dieu, I will go at once.”


He touched a bell that stood upon the table. “My hat and cloak, Guitant,” he said to the servant who answered his summons, “and order my carriage. I am going to the Palais Cardinal.”


“And I to the Rue du Bac,” I cried, as the door closed upon the lackey. “To the Rue du Bac, to tell Mlle. de la Haudraye what manner of man you are, and what you are about to do. Now, master mouchard!” I exclaimed triumphantly, “if you imagine that your suit will prosper after that; if you imagine that the Comte de la Haudraye will permit his daughter to wed one of the cardinal’s spies, you are a greater fool that I hold you for.”


It was a rash speech, but for the life of me I could not have withheld it.


“You shall not go!” he roared, turning livid. “You shall not leave here but to go to the Bastille.” Then raising his voice: “Ho, there, someone! À moi!”


My sword was out in a trice, and I rushed wildly at him, for his threat had frightened me, and I saw that my rashness was like to cost me dear.


He drew as I sprang forward, and was barely in time to parry a stroke that threatened to end his intriguing for all time. Before I could disengage my arms were seized from behind, and, struggling madly, I was held there at his mercy.


But he only laughed and, sheathing his sword, said the cardinal would deal with me. I was flung rudely down, and while one servant pinned me to the ground, another fetched a rope wherewith they bound me firmly, hand and foot. Then Castelroc rolled me over and struck me on the face.


I opened my mouth to tell him in fitting terms what I thought of this act, when, quick as lightning, he gagged me with a poire d’angoisse; then, with a parting gibe, he strode away and, locking the door after him, left me there, stretched upon the ground, powerless, inert, and mute.


II


For perhaps ten minutes I lay where I had been thrown, too stunned by the rude manner in which I had been handled to indulge in active thought. I did not think—at least not coherently; I was content to lie, like the human log they had made me, with a dull sense of anger at my defeat and powerlessness, and with a dismal feeling of despair.


Presently, however, I revived somewhat. The ticking of the ormolu clock was irritating to me, and I felt a burning desire to dash it from its shelf and silence it. But as I gazed upon the ornament I turned my thoughts to the time it measured, and in spirit I followed the Marquis de Castelroc to the Palais Cardinal.


“Even now,” I thought, “he will be there; say he is kept waiting five minutes, it will be half past eight before he has speech of the cardinal, another five minutes to relate his story, and ten minutes for his return, accompanied by an officer of Richelieu’s guards or of the Mousquetaires. By a quarter to nine I shall be arrested; by nine o’clock I shall be in the Châtelet, and by tomorrow in the Bastille.”


I shuddered and groaned alternately for the next minute—and groaning with a choke-pear in one’s mouth is not easily accomplished.


Next I remembered that I had my own rash tongue to thank for the ropes about me. Had I held my peace I might have been left free to proceed to the Rue du Bac, and warn Adeline and her father of what was about to take place. I could have gone calmly to the Bastille afterward, reassured by the vows which I knew my lady would utter, and—I thought—fulfill, to wait for me. She might have to wait a few years, but even the Cardinal de Richelieu could not live forever; he was already old and, in the end, I should be released, and we might still be happy.


But to disappear in this fashion, as if the earth had consumed me—it was dreadful! She would not know that it had been Castelroc’s handiwork, and after she had mourned me for a few weeks, with that villain at hand to console her, who could say what might happen?


Women, I told myself, were fickle things, and many had an unhealthy fancy for a profligate, especially when, like Castelroc, he chanced to be courtly, handsome, and gifted with a persuasive tongue.


As these thoughts paraded themselves tormentingly before my brain, I was nigh upon becoming mad with anger. In a paroxysm of rage I writhed like a wounded snake upon the polished floor, and rolled myself over and over, until I had almost broken my pinioned arms.


I paused at length in my futile struggles and lay panting on my back, staring stupidly at the hands of the timepiece, which now pointed to half past eight. In another quarter of an hour Castelroc would return.


Oh, if I could only have that quarter of an hour free, so that I might yet go to the Rue du Bac!


Then the thought of escape presented itself, and I was astonished that it had not occurred to me before. The next instant, however, I laughed inwardly—the choke-pear prevented me from laughing aloud—as I remembered how impossible it was. But I set myself to think.


If only I could release my hands! But how? I looked about. My sword lay on the ground, but I could devise no means of employing it.


Then my eyes alighted on the tapers that had been left burning, and my heart almost ceased to beat at the idea they suggested.


I glanced at the clock. It was already twenty-five minutes to nine. If only I had time. And at the thought I fell to cursing myself for not having acted sooner.


In ten minutes Castelroc would be back. Yes, but that was if he gained immediate audience. What if the cardinal kept him waiting? He might spend a half hour, an hour, or even two hours in the antechamber. Richelieu was not particular, and he had tried the patience of better men than Castelroc in this fashion.


Still, fortune favors fools and rogues as well as brave men, so it would not do to build my hopes upon a moonbeam. Of ten minutes I was certain, and what a desperate man could do in ten minutes, I would do.


With the agility of a reptile I wriggled across the room, and having turned myself upon my face, I contrived to kneel. Next, with my chin upon the table, I strove to raise the weight of my body.


I had almost succeeded when of a sudden my feet slipped and I fell heavily to the ground, dragging the table with me. Two of the tapers spluttered and went out, but the third, fortunately, still burned upon the floor.


With a wildly thumping heart I lay there listening, wondering if the noise of my fall had attracted attention. But as all remained quiet I crawled over to the lighted taper, and having gained my knees, I bent over it backward, holding the rope that bound my wrists in the flame, heedless of the searing of my flesh.


In half a minute my hands were free, although severely cut and scorched. To draw the gag from my mouth, and cut the cords at my ankles with my dagger, was the work of an instant.


Then, having righted the candle and recovered my sword, I made stealthily across the room to the window.


It wanted but twenty minutes to nine. I had but five minutes more.


III


I opened the window and looked out. It was a fine night, and clear enough, although the moon had not yet risen, for which I was thankful.


Pausing for a moment to inhale a deep, invigorating breath of the pure April air, I glanced about me for a means of escape, but groaned as I beheld the street pavement a good forty feet beneath, and nothing that might assist me to climb down, as I had hoped.


I wasted a full minute in cursing my ill fortune, as I realized that, after all, there was nothing for it but to submit to the inevitable and remain.


Only three minutes left! The thought acted on me like a dagger prod, and served to quicken my tumultuous thoughts. I turned wildly this way and that, and at last my eyes fastened upon the sloping roof of the adjoining house, not more than twelve feet below the window whereat I stood, but quite three feet away to the left.


For a moment I thought of jumping it; but the peril was too great. I would of a certainty have been dashed to pieces. Then a bright thought occurred to me, and I rushed back for my cloak, which lay in the room.


An iron stanchion protruded from the wall, a little to the left and some two feet below the window. I know not what it did there, nor for the moment did I care. It was already a quarter to nine.


Reaching out, I tied with trembling hands a corner of my cloak to that most apropos of stanchions. Even as I completed the task, a carriage came rumbling down the street; I felt myself grow cold with apprehension. Could this be Castelroc?


I went near to dropping from my perch on the window sill at the thought. But the coach passed on, and I took its advent as a good omen. I would cheat the dog yet! Verily, I laughed as I lowered myself gently from the window.


For a moment I clung to the sill, suspended in mid-air; then, moving my right leg across, I got astride of the stanchion, wondering for the first time if it would bear my weight, and sweating with fear at the thought.


But the iron was stout and firmly planted. Presently I was sliding slowly down my cloak, until there was perhaps a yard of it above my head. Next, taking a firm hold, I set myself to swing backward and forward, until at length the roof of the adjoining house was immediately below my feet.


Twice might I have loosened my hold and dropped with safety, but a miserable fright made me hesitate each time until it was too late. The third time, however, realizing that the strain was beginning to tell upon my arms, and that I might not have strength enough to swing across again, I commended my soul to God and let go.


Down I came with a crash upon the tiles, and it is a miracle that I did not slide over the edge of the sloping roof, plunging into eternity. I did, indeed, slip for a foot or so; but in wild terror I clawed the roof like a cat, and caught myself betimes.


Panting and covered with perspiration, I lay there for a minute or two to regain my breath and steady my shaken nerves, gazing at my still dangling cloak and at the lighted window above, and marveling greatly that I had had the daring to undertake so desperate a journey.


Castelroc had not yet returned, so I concluded that the cardinal had kept him waiting. Still, he might appear at any moment, and I was too near my prison to feel safe as yet. So picking myself carefully up, I crawled along on hands and knees for a while, until presently, growing bolder with experience, I rose to my feet and hurried as rapidly as I dared along that elevated highway.


For some five minutes I pushed steadily onward, with naught save a stray cat or two to keep me company. Albeit the road was passing new to me, and vastly interesting, I began to weary of it, and paused to think how I might descend to the more usual walks of men.


I had reached the corner of the Rue Trecart by then, and looking about me, I saw an attic window conveniently situated on one of the roofs to my left. Turning, I wended my steps in that direction, and with infinite pains I crawled down until I stood beside it. The window was fastened; but it was an easy matter to put my foot through it, and afterward my arm, and thus gain admittance.


I stood for a moment in a small, unfurnished room, to listen if there might be anyone on hand to resent my intrusion. Hearing naught, I went forward, opened the door, passed out onto the landing, and in the dark felt my way stealthily down the stairs.


I had reached the first floor and was debating whether I should go boldly down and quit the house in a rational manner by the street door, when suddenly, hearing male voices and a certain raucous laughter, suggestive of the bottle, I deemed it best to risk no meeting that might be avoided.


I applied my ear to the keyhole of the door by which I stood. As all remained still, I turned the handle and entered. There was nobody in the room, which I could just discern was tastefully furnished and contained a bed; so, closing the door after me, I stole across to the window, which opened onto a wooden balcony.


As I reached it my attention was arrested by the clash of steel below. “What,” I thought, “brawling at this hour, and in the very streets of Paris, in spite of the edicts?” Softly I opened the window and stepped out onto the balcony. The sight which met my eyes filled me with astonishment and anger.


A tall, well-built cavalier, with his back against the wall immediately beneath me, the crown of his hat almost on a level with the balcony, which was not more than six feet from the ground, stood defending himself with masterly dexterity against the onslaught of three evil-looking knaves.


If these men had no respect for the laws of the king, they might at least have some for the laws of chivalry. I did not hesitate a moment what to do, and forgot my own affairs utterly. Drawing my sword, I vaulted over the low wooden railings and, like the warrior St. Michael from heaven to do battle for the right, I dropped, with a yell, into their astonished midst.


IV


Nôtre Dame! How those three ruffians stared at my unexpected and inexplicable advent! And I, having seen what manner of men they were, felt no compunction at profiting from their surprise to run my sword through the nearest of them, from breast to back. He uttered a sharp cry, dropped his rapier, clawed the air for a moment; then, falling in a heap upon the ground, lay still.


With a shout of rage another one sprang at me before I could release my sword. The lunge he directed upon me would assuredly have sent me from the world unshriven, had not the cavalier interposed his blade and turned the murderous stroke aside. The next moment, however, he had to defend his own skin from the third ruffian, who sought to take the same advantage of him that his fellow had endeavored to take of me.


But the respite had permitted me to regain my sword, and I now engaged my assailant across the body of his fallen comrade, and kept him busy, albeit the light was bad. As I had expected, he was but a sorry swordsman, and his parries reminded one of a windmill. Nevertheless, he kept up a vigorous cut-and-thrust play of the old Italian school, which, although soon reckoned with in daylight, is mighty discomposing in the dark, and on a slippery ground, with a body at your feet to stumble over if you lunge too far.


During the first few passes I laughed at his labors, and asked him banteringly if he were wielding a battle-axe; but presently, when I had been forced to turn my sword into a buckler three or four times, I recognized that the season was ill-timed for jesting. If only I could catch that busy arm of his quiet for a second, I knew I should have him.


Presently he essayed a direct thrust, thinking to force my guard, but I caught his point, and with a sharp riposte, which ended in an engage in tierce, I brought his play to a standstill at last. The opportunity was not to be wasted; so, with a quick one-two stroke, I sent my point round under his elbow, and while he went fumbling away to the right for my blade, it was grating against his ribs on the left.


The man uttered no sound. He fell heavily across his companion’s body. Then, raising himself by a stupendous effort, he fastened one arm around my leg, and attempted to shorten his sword. The exertion soon overcame him, however, and as I kicked my leg free, he sank down in a swoon.


The whole affair had not lasted two minutes. The cavalier was still at work with his opponent; but when, turning, I advanced to his aid, the remaining ruffian sprang back, and setting off at a mad gallop down the street was soon lost to our eyes and ears alike.


“I am deeply indebted to you, monsieur,” said the cavalier in a curiously muffled voice, as he held out his left hand to me. “My right hand is bleeding slightly,” he explained.


I took the proffered hand and, in answering him, I looked up at his face and saw he wore a mask. “I am happy to have been of service to so valiant a gentleman,” I said, bowing. “But how came you, if I may inquire, into such company?”


“I was decoyed hither,” he answered with a bitter laugh. “I was bidden come alone, and I was foolish enough to accept the invitation.”


Whereat, thinking that possibly there was some jealous lady in the matter, and knowing how such affairs are managed, I inquired no further.


“Had it not been for your timely arrival,” my companion added, “there would have been an end of me by now. But whither are you bent?” he inquired suddenly.


“To the Rue du Bac,” I answered, as my own forgotten affairs came back to my mind.


“Then I will take you there in my carriage; it is waiting not many yards from here. I can thus make up to you for the time that you have lost on my behalf. But let us see these knaves first.”


We turned the two fellows over. One of them was but slightly wounded; but the other one—the first to fall—was quite dead. We dragged them under the balcony, and propped them against the wall. “I will send someone to attend to them,” said my companion. “Come, it is not safe to linger. The patrol may pass at any moment.”


With that he linked his arm in mine and drew me away from the spot. And as we went he fell to thanking me again, and ended by praising my swordsmanship—albeit he had seen but little of it himself—and saying that it was an accomplishment one should be thankful for. “And yet, monsieur,” I exclaimed, “although I am thankful enough tonight, since it has afforded me the opportunity of serving you, yet am I at this very moment in grievous trouble, thanks to my rapier play.”


“Ah!” he murmured, with a show of interest. “And if I am not impertinent, what is this trouble? I may be able to assist you—who knows?”


I required no second invitation, for youth is ever ready with its confidences, and as we walked along, I began my narrative. When I spoke of Castelroc as a spy of Richelieu’s, he stopped abruptly. “The Marquis de Castelroc is no spy of the cardinal’s,” he said coldly.


“Ah, pardon! I have offended you, monsieur!” I exclaimed. “Castelroc is a friend of yours.”


“God forbid!” he ejaculated.


“But you know him?”


“Yes, for the greatest rogue unhanged. But pursue your tale. You interest me.”


V


Briefly I told my story down to the point where I had sprung from the balcony to his assistance. “The dastard!” he muttered, then quickly added: “Hélas, my poor friend, your case is indeed grave; but if you were to seek audience of the cardinal and explain to him—qui sait?—he might forgive. The affair is old and probably forgotten. Moreover, you appear to have been forced into this duel with Beausire, and, ma foi, I fail to see how a gentleman could have done otherwise than fight under such circumstances.”


“Aye, monsieur,” I answered, shaking my head, “but the cardinal will not trouble to inquire. His edicts forbid dueling. That is sufficient. But if more were needed—Beausire was his nephew.”


“You misjudge him.”


“Nay, monsieur, I do not. I recognize in his eminence a great and just man, too just to err on the side of mercy.”


At that juncture we turned the corner and walked full into a patrol coming in the opposite direction. My companion surprised me by bidding the sergeant go attend to the wounded man we had left behind. “Has there been a duel?” the fellow inquired.


“Possibly,” answered the cavalier with great composure.


The sergeant eyed us suspiciously for a moment, then bade us return with him. “We have business elsewhere, and the affair does not concern us,” answered my companion.


“I know not that—” the other began, when suddenly:


“Peace, fool!” the cavalier muttered, and drawing forth his right hand, which he had said was wounded, and hitherto kept carefully hidden under his cloak, he held it up.


I knew not what magic was in those fingers, but at the sight of them the sergeant fell back with a cry of dismay; then, recovering himself, he bowed low before us and bade us pass.


A moment later, and before I could master my surprise at what I had witnessed, we entered a carriage that stood waiting hard by. “Palais Cardinal?” said my companion.


“No, no!” I exclaimed, making for the door; but the coach was already in motion. I turned to expostulate with my companion. He had removed his mask, and a wild panic seized me as, by the light of a street lamp, I recognized—the cardinal!


“Well, my young friend,” he laughed, “you are in luck tonight; and since you have caught Richelieu breaking his own edicts, you have a right to expect that he will not judge you over-harshly, and that for once this ‘great and just man’ will err on the side of mercy.”


“Your eminence!” I cried.


He raised his hand, upon which I now beheld the sacred amethyst which had subjugated the sergeant. “Say no more,” he said, “you owe me nothing, while I owe you my life. As for this Castelroc, I am sorry to keep you from Mlle. de la Haudraye for a few moments longer; but I shall be grateful if you will afford me the amusement of beholding his face when we walk in, arm in arm, to grant him the audience for which he is, no doubt, still waiting. I know the gentleman of old; he was involved in a Gascon plot last winter, and had a finger in one of Anne of Austria’s tasty pies a few weeks ago. I have been lately thinking of finding him a change of lodging, and your story has decided me. I do not think a sojourn in the Bastille would be amiss, do you?”


I confessed with a laugh that I did not, and a few minutes later Richelieu’s fancy for studying facial expressions found ample entertainment in the countenance of the marquis.


As ten was striking—so quickly did it all occur—Castelroc and I left the Palais Cardinal in separate carriages, he going to the Bastille with a mounted escort, and I—at last—to the Rue du Bac.
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You may have read Zenda or seen one of its movie adaptations; you may even have read the sequel, Rupert of Hentzau, as it is sometimes published these days together with Zenda. But odds are you don’t know The Heart of Princess Osra (1896), Hope’s collection of short stories set in Ruritania about a century and a half before the events of Zenda and Rupert. Osra is a mixed bag: some romances, some character pieces, some comic vignettes—and a few rip-roaring swashbucklers, like the story that follows.




The Sin of the Bishop of Modenstein


ANTHONY HOPE
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In the days of Rudolf III there stood on the hill opposite the Castle of Zenda, and on the other side of the valley in which the town lies, on the site where the château of Tarlenheim now is situated, a fine and strong castle belonging to Count Nikolas of Festenburg. He was a noble of very old and high family, and had great estates; his house being, indeed, second only to the Royal House in rank and reputation. He himself was a young man of great accomplishments, of a domineering temper, and of much ambition; and he had gained distinction in the wars that marked the closing years of the reign of King Henry the Lion. With King Rudolf he was not on terms of cordial friendship, for he despised the King’s easy manners and carelessness of dignity, while the King had no love for a gentleman whose one object seemed to be to surpass and outshine him in the eyes of his people, and who never rested from extending and fortifying his castle until it threatened to surpass Zenda itself both in strength and magnificence. Moreover Nikolas, although maintaining a state ample and suitable to his rank, was yet careful and prudent, while Rudolf spent all that he received and more besides, so that the Count grew richer and the King poorer. But in spite of these causes of difference, the Count was received at Court with apparent graciousness, and no open outburst of enmity had yet occurred, the pair being, on the contrary, often together, and sharing their sports and pastimes with one another.


Now most of these diversions were harmless, or indeed, becoming and proper, but there was one among them full of danger to a man of hot head and ungoverned impulse such as King Rudolf was. And this one was dicing, in which the King took great delight, and in which the Count Nikolas was very ready to encourage him. The King, who was generous and hated to win from poor men or those who might be playing beyond their means in order to give him pleasure, was delighted to find an opponent whose purse was as long or longer than his own, and thus gradually came to pass many evenings with the dice-boxes in Nikolas’s company. And the more evenings he passed the deeper he fell into the Count’s debt; for the King drank wine, while the Count was content with small beer, and when the King was losing he doubled his stakes, whereas the Count took in sail if the wind seemed adverse. Thus always and steadily the debt grew, till at last Rudolf dared not reckon how large it had become, nor did he dare to disclose it to his advisers. For there were great public burdens already imposed by reason of King Henry’s wars, and the citizens of Strelsau were not in a mood to bear fresh exaction, nor to give their hard earnings for the payment of the King’s gambling debts; in fine, although they loved the Elphbergs well enough, they loved their money more. Thus the King had no resource except in his private possessions, and these were of no great value, saving the castle and estate of Zenda.


At length, when they had sat late one night and the throws had gone all evening against the King and for Nikolas, the King flung himself back in his chair, drained his glass, and said impatiently, “I am weary of the game! Come, my lord, let us end it.”


“I would not urge you, sire, a moment beyond what you desire. I play but for your pleasure.”


“Then my pleasure has been your profit,” said the King with a vexed laugh, “for I believe I am stripped of my last crown. What is my debt?”


The Count, who had the whole sum reckoned on his tablets, took them out, and showed the King the amount of the debt.


“I cannot pay it,” said Rudolf. “I would play you again, to double the debt or wipe it out, but I have nothing of value enough to stake.”


The desire which had been nursed for long in the Count’s heart now saw the moment of its possible realization. He leant over the table and, smoothing his beard with his hand, said gently, “The amount is no more than half the value of your Majesty’s castle and demesne of Zenda.”


The King started and forced a laugh. “Aye, Zenda spoils the prospect from Festenburg, does it?” said he. “But I will not risk Zenda. An Elphberg without Zenda would seem like a man robbed of his wife. We have had it since we have had anything or been anything. I should not seem King without it.”


“As you will, sire. Then the debt stands?” He looked full and keenly into the King’s eyes, asking without words, How will you pay it? And adding without words, Paid it must be. And the King read the unspoken words in the eyes of Count Nikolas.


The King took up his glass, but finding it empty flung it angrily on the floor, where it shivered into fragments at Count Nikolas’s feet; and he shifted in his chair and cursed softly under his breath. Nikolas sat with the dice-box in his hand and a smile on his lips; for he knew that the King could not pay, and therefore must play, and he was in the vein, and did not doubt of winning from the King Zenda and its demesne. Then he would be the greatest lord in the kingdom, and hold for his own a kingdom within the kingdom, and the two strongest places in all the land. And a greater prize might then dangle in reach of his grasp.


“The devil spurs and I gallop,” said the King at last. And he took up the dice-box and rattled it.


“Fortune will smile on you this time, sire, and I shall not grieve at it,” said Count Nikolas with a courteous smile.


“Curses on her!” cried the King. “Come, my lord, a quick ending to it! One throw, and I am a free man, or you are master of my castle.”


“One throw let it be, sire, for it grows late,” assented Nikolas with a careless air; and they both raised the boxes and rattled the dice inside them. The King threw: his throw was a six and a five, and a sudden gleam of hope lit up his eyes; he leant forward in his chair, gripping the elbows of it with his hands; his cheeks flushed and his breath came quickly.


With a bow Count Nikolas raised his hand and threw. The dice fell and rolled upon the table. The King sank back; and the Count said with a smile of apology and a shrug of his shoulders, “Indeed I am ashamed. For I cannot be denied tonight.”


For Count Nikolas of Festenburg had thrown sixes, and thereby won from the King the castle and demesne of Zenda.


He rose from his chair and, having buckled on his sword that had lain on the table by him, and taking his hat in his hand, stood looking down on the King with a malicious smile on his face. And he said with a look that had more mockery that respect in it, “Have I your Majesty’s leave to withdraw? For ere day dawn, I have matters to transact in Strelsau, and I would be at my castle of Zenda tonight.”


Then King Rudolf took a sheet of paper and wrote an order that the castle, and all that was in it, and all the demesne should be surrendered to Count Nikolas of Festenburg on his demand, and he gave the paper to Nikolas. Then he rose up and held out his hand, which Nikolas kissed, smiling covertly, and the King said with grace and dignity, “Cousin, my castle has found a more worthy master. God give you joy of it.”


And he motioned with his hand to be left alone. Then, when the Count had gone, he sat down in his chair again, and remained there till it was full day, neither moving nor yet sleeping. There he was found by his gentlemen when they came to dress him, but none asked him what had passed.


Count Nikolas, now Lord of Zenda, did not so waste time, and the matters that he had spoken of did not keep him long in Strelsau; but in the early morning he rode out, the paper which the King had written in his belt.


First he rode with all speed to his own house of Festenburg, and there he gathered together all his followers, servants, foresters, and armed retainers, and he told them that they were to ride with him to Zenda, for that Zenda was now his and not the King’s. At this they were greatly astonished, but they ate the fine dinner and drank the wine which he provided, and in the evening they rode down the hill very merry, and trotted, nearly a hundred strong, through the town, making a great noise, so that they disturbed the Bishop of Modenstein, who was lying that night at the inn in the course of a journey from his See to the Capital; but nobody could tell the Bishop why they rode to Zenda, and presently the Bishop, being wearied with traveling, went to his bed.


Now King Rudolf, in his chagrin and dismay, had himself forgotten, or had at least neglected to warn the Count of Festenburg, that his sister Princess Osra was residing at the castle of Zenda; for it was her favorite resort, and she often retired from the Court and spent many days there alone. There she was now with two of her ladies, a small retinue of servants, and no more than half a dozen Guards; and when Count Nikolas came to the gate, it being then after nine, she had gone to her own chamber, and sat before the mirror, dressed in a loose white gown, with her ruddy hair unbound and floating over her shoulders. She was reading an old story book, containing tales of Helen of Troy, of Cleopatra, of Berenice, and other lovely ladies, very elegantly related and embellished with fine pictures.


And the Princess, being very much absorbed in the stories, did not hear nor notice the arrival of the Count’s company, but continued to read, while Nikolas roused the watchmen, and the bridge was let down, and the steward summoned. Then Nikolas took the steward aside and showed him the King’s order, bearing the King’s seal, and the steward, although both greatly astonished and greatly grieved, could not deny the letter or the seal, but declared himself ready to obey and to surrender the castle; and the sergeant in command of the Guard said the same; but, they added, since the Princess was in the castle, they must inform her of the matter and take her commands.


“Aye, do,” said Nikolas, sitting down in the great hall. “Tell her not to be disturbed, but to give me the honor of being her host for as long as she will, and say that I will wait on her, if it be her pleasure.”


But he smiled to think of the anger and scorn with which Osra would receive the tidings when the steward delivered them to her.


In this respect the event did not fall short of his expectations, for she was so indignant and aghast that, thinking of nothing but the tidings, she flung away the book and cried, “Send the Count here to me,” and stood waiting for him there in her chamber, in her white gown and with her hair unbound and flowing down over her shoulders. And when he came she cried, “What is this, my lord?” and listened to his story with parted lips and flashing eyes, and thus read the King’s letter and saw the King’s seal. And her eyes filled with tears, but she dashed them away with her hand.


Then the Count said, bowing to her as mockingly as he had bowed to her brother, “It is the fortune of the dice, madame.”


“Yes, my lord, as you play the game,” said she.


His eyes were fixed on her, and it seemed to him that she was more beautiful in her white gown and with her hair unbound over her shoulders, than he had ever felt her to be before, and he eyed her closely. Suddenly she looked at him, and for a moment he averted his eyes; but he looked again and her eyes met his.


For several moments she stood rigid and motionless. Then she said, “My lord, the King has lost the castle of Zenda, which is the home and cradle of our House. It was scarcely the King’s alone to lose. Have I no title in it?”


“It was the King’s, madame, and now it is mine,” smiled Nikolas.


“Well, then, it is yours,” said she, and taking a step towards him, she said, “Have you a mind to venture it again, my lord?”


“I would venture it only against a great stake,” said he, smiling still, while his eyes were fixed on her face and marked every change in the color of her cheeks.


“I can play dice as well as the King,” she cried. “Are we not all gamblers, we Elphbergs?” And she laughed bitterly.


“But what would your stake be?” he asked sneeringly.


Princess Osra’s face was now very pale, but her voice did not tremble and she did not flinch; for the honor of her House and of the throne was as sacred to her as her salvation, and more than her happiness.


“A stake, my lord,” said she, “that many gentlemen have thought above any castle in preciousness.”


“Of what do you speak?” he asked, and his voice quivered a little, as a man’s does in excitement. “For, pardon me, madame, but what have you of such value?”


“I have what the poorest girl has, and it is of the value that it pleased God to make it and pleases men to think it,” said Osra. “And all of it I will stake against the King’s castle of Zenda and its demesne.”


Count Nikolas’s eyes flashed and he drew nearer to her; he took his dice-box from his pocket, and he held it up before her, and he whispered in an eager hoarse voice, “Name this great stake, madame; what is it?”


“It is myself, my lord,” said Princess Osra.


“Yourself?” he cried wondering, though he had half guessed.


“Aye. To be the Lord of Zenda is much. Is it not more to be husband to the King’s sister?”


“It is more,” said he, “when the King’s sister is the Princess Osra.” And he looked at her now with open admiration.


But she did not heed his glance, but with a face pale as death she seized a small table and drew it between them and cried, “Throw then, my lord! We know the stakes.”


“If you win, Zenda is yours. If I win, you are mine.”


“Yes, I and Zenda also,” said she. “Throw, my lord!”


“Shall we throw thrice, madame, or once, or how often?”


“Thrice, my lord,” she answered, tossing back her hair behind her neck, and holding one hand to her side. “Throw first,” she added.


The Count rattled the box; and the throw was seven. Osra took the box from him, looked keenly and defiantly in his eyes, and threw.


“Fortune is with you, madame,” said he, biting his lips. “For a five and a four make nine, or I err greatly.”


He took the box from her; his hand shook, but hers was firm and steady; and again he threw.


“Ah, it is but five,” said he impatiently, and a frown settled on his brow.


“It is enough, my lord,” said Osra; and pointed to the dice that she had thrown, a three and a one.


The Count’s eyes gleamed again; he sprang towards her and was about to seize the box. But he checked himself suddenly and bowed, saying, “Throw first this time, I pray you, madame, if it be not disagreeable to you.”


“I do not care which way it is,” said Osra, and she shook and made her third cast. When she lifted the box, the face of the dice showed seven. A smile broadened on the Count’s lips, for he thought surely he could beat seven, he that had beaten eleven and thereby won the castle of Zenda, which now he staked against the Princess Osra. But his eyes were very keenly and attentively on her, and he held the box poised, shoulder-high, in his right hand.


Then a sudden faintness and sickness seized on the Princess, and the composure that had hitherto upheld her failed; she could not meet his glance, nor could she bear to see the fall of the dice; but she turned away her head before he threw, and stood thus with averted face. But he kept attentive eyes on her, and drew very near to the table so that he stood right over it. And the Princess Osra caught sight of her own face in the mirror, and started to see herself pallid and ghastly, and her features drawn as though she were suffering some great pain. Yet she uttered no sound.


The dice rattled in the box; they rattled on the table; there was a pause while a man might quickly count a dozen; and then Count Nikolas of Festenburg cried out in a voice that trembled and tripped over the words: “Eight, eight, eight!”


But before the last of the words had left his shaking lips, the Princess Osra faced round on him like lightning. She raised her hand so that the loose white sleeve fell back from her rounded arm, and her eyes flashed, and her lips curled as she outstretched her arm at him and cried:


“Foul play!”


For, as she watched her own pale face in the mirror—the mirror which Count Nikolas had not heeded—she had seen him throw, she had seen him stand for an instant over the dice he had thrown with gloomy and maddened face; and then she had seen a slight swift movement of his left hand, as his fingers deftly darted down and touched one of the dice and turned it. And all this she had seen before he cried eight.


Therefore now she turned on him and cried, “Foul play!” And before he could speak, she darted by him towards the door.


But he sprang forward and caught her by the arm above the wrist and gripped her, and his fingers bit into the flesh of her arm as he gasped, “You lie! Where are you going?”


But her voice rang out clear and loud in answer, “I am going to tell the world that Zenda is ours again, and I am going to publish in every city in the kingdom that Count Nikolas of Festenburg is a common cheat and rogue, and should be whipped at the cart’s tail through the streets of Strelsau. For I saw you in the mirror, my lord, I saw you in the mirror!” And she ended with a wild laugh that echoed through the room.


Still he gripped her arm, and she did not flinch; for an instant he looked full in her eyes; covetousness, and desire, and shame, came all together upon him and overmastered him, and he hissed between set teeth, “You shan’t! By God, you shan’t!”


“Aye, but I will, my lord,” said Osra. “It is a fine tale for the King and for your friends in Strelsau.”


An instant longer he held her where she was; and he gasped and licked his lips. Then he suddenly dragged her with him towards a couch; seizing up a coverlet that lay on the couch he flung it around her, and he folded it tight about her, and he drew it close over her face. She could not cry out nor move. He lifted her up and swung her over his shoulder and, opening the door of the room, dashed down the stairs towards the great hall.


In the great hall were six of the King’s Guard and some of the servants of the castle, and many of the people who had come with Count Nikolas; they all sprang to their feet when they saw him. He took no heed of them, but rushed at a run through the hall, out under the portcullis and across the bridge, which had not been raised since he entered. There at the end of the bridge a lackey held his horse; and he leapt on his horse, setting one hand on the saddle, still holding Osra; and then he cried aloud, “My men follow me! To Festenburg!”


And all his men ran out, the King’s Guard doing nothing to hinder them, and jumping on their horses and setting them at a gallop, hurried after the Count. He, riding furiously, turned towards the town of Zenda; the whole company swept down the hill and, reaching the town, clattered and dashed through it at full gallop, neither drawing rein nor turning to right or left.


And again they roused the Bishop of Modenstein, and he turned in his bed, wondering what the rush of mounted men meant. But they, galloping still, climbed the opposite hill and came to the castle of Festenburg with their horses spent and foundered. In they all crowded, close on one another’s heels; the bridge was drawn up; and there in the entrance they stood looking at one another, asking mutely what their master had done, and who was the lady whom he carried wrapped in the coverlet.


But he ran on till he reached the stairs, and he climbed them, and entering a room in the gate-tower, looking over the moat, he laid the Princess Osra on a couch, and standing over her he smote one hand upon the other, and he swore loudly: “Now, as God lives, Zenda I will have, and her I will have, and it shall be her husband whom she must, if she will, proclaim a cheat in Strelsau!”


Then he bent down and lifted the coverlet from her face. But she did not stir nor speak, nor open her eyes. For she had fallen into a swoon as they rode, and did not know what had befallen her; nor where she had been brought, nor that she was now in the castle of Festenburg, and in the power of a desperate man. Thus she lay still and white, while Count Nikolas stood over her and bit his nails in rage. And it was then just on midnight.


On being disturbed for the third time, the Bishop of Modenstein, whose temper was hot and cost him continual prayers and penances from the mastery it strove to win over him, was very impatient; and since he was at once angry and half asleep, it was long before he could or would understand the monstrous news with which his terrified host came trembling and quaking to his bedside in the dead of the night. A servant-girl, stammered the frightened fellow, had run down half dressed and panting from the castle of Zenda, and declared that whether they chose to believe her or not—and, indeed, she could hardly believe such a thing herself, although she had seen it with her own eyes from her own window—yet Count Nikolas of Festenburg had come to the castle that evening, had spoken with Princess Osra, and now (they might call her a liar if they chose) had carried off the Princess with him on his horse to Festenburg, alive or dead none knew, and the menservants were amazed and terrified, and the soldiers were at their wits’ end, talking big and threatening to bring ten thousand men from Strelsau and to leave not one stone upon another at Festenburg and what not. But all the while and for all their big talk nothing was done; and the Princess was at Festenburg, alive or dead or in what strait none knew. And, finally, nobody but one poor servant-girl had had the wit to run down and rouse the town.


The Bishop of Modenstein sat up in his bed and he fairly roared at the innkeeper, “Are there no men, then, who can fight in the town, fool?”


“None, none, my lord—not against the Count. Count Nikolas is a terrible man. Please God, he has not killed the Princess by now.”


“Saddle my horse,” said the Bishop, “and be quick with it.”


And he leapt out of bed with sparkling eyes. For the Bishop was a young man, but a little turned of thirty, and he was a noble of the House of Hentzau. Now some of the Hentzaus (of whom history tells us of many) have been good, and some have been bad; and the good fear God, while the bad do not; but neither the good nor the bad fear anything in the world besides. Hence, for good or ill, they do great deeds and risk their lives as another man risks a penny. So the Bishop, leaving his bed, dressed himself in breeches and boots, and set a black hat with a violet feather on his head, and, staying to put on nothing else but his shirt and his cloak over it, in ten minutes was on his horse at the door of the inn. For a moment he looked at a straggling crowd that had gathered there; then with a toss of his head and a curl of his lip he told them what he thought of them, saying openly that he thanked heaven they were not of his diocese, and in an instant he was galloping through the streets of the town towards the castle of Festenburg, with his sword by his side and a brace of pistols in the holsters of the saddle.


Thus he left the gossipers and vaporers behind, and rode alone as he was up the hill, his blood leaping and his heart beating quick; for as he went, he said to himself, “It is not often a Churchman has a chance like this.”


On the stroke of half-past twelve he came to the bridge of the castle moat, and the bridge was up. But the Bishop shouted, and the watchman came out and stood in the gateway across the moat, and the night being fine and clear, he presented an excellent aim.


“My pistol is straight at your head,” cried the Bishop, “let down the bridge. I am Frederick of Hentzau; that is, I am the Bishop of Modenstein, and I charge you, if you are a dutiful son of the Church, to obey me. The pistol is full at your head.”


The watchman knew the Bishop, but also knew the Count his master. “I dare not let down the bridge without an order from my lord,” he faltered.


“Then before you can turn round, you’re a dead man,” said the Bishop.


“Will you hold me harmless with my lord if I let it down?”


“Aye, he shall not hurt you. But if you do not immediately let it down, I’ll shoot you first and refuse you a Christian burial afterwards. Come, down with it.”


So the watchman, fearing that, if he refused, the Bishop would spare neither body nor soul, but would destroy the one and damn the other, let down the bridge, and the Bishop, leaping from his horse, ran across with his drawn sword in one hand and a pistol in the other.


Walking into the hall, he found a great company of Count Nikolas’s men, drinking with one another, but talking uneasily and seeming alarmed. And the Bishop raised the hand that held the sword above his head in the attitude of benediction, saying, “Peace be with you!”


Most of them knew him by his face, and all knew him as soon as a comrade whispered his name, and they sprang to their feet, uncovering their heads and bowing. And he said, “Where is your master the Count?”


“The Count is upstairs, my lord,” they answered. “You cannot see him now.”


“Nay, but I will see him,” said the Bishop.


“We are ordered to let none pass,” said they, and although their manner was full of respect, they spread themselves across the hall, and thus barred the way to the staircase that rose in the corner of the hall.


But the Bishop faced them in great anger, crying, “Do you think I do not know what has been done? Are you all, then, parties in this treachery? Do you all want to swing from the turrets of the castle when the King comes with a thousand men from Strelsau?”


At this they looked at him and at one another with great uneasiness; for they knew that the King had no mercy when he was roused, and that he loved his sister above everybody in the world. And the Bishop stepped up close to their rank. Then one of them drew his sword halfway from its scabbard. But the Bishop, perceiving this, cried, “Do you all do violence to a lady, and dare to lay hands on the King’s sister? Aye, and here is a fellow that would strike a Bishop of God’s Church!” And he caught the fellow a buffet with the flat of his sword that knocked him down. “Let me pass, you rogues,” said the Bishop. “Do you think you can stop a Hentzau?”
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“Let us go and tell the Count that my lord the Bishop is here,” cried the house-steward, thinking that he had found a way out of the difficulty; for they dared neither to touch the Bishop nor yet to let him through; and the steward turned to run towards the staircase. But the Bishop sprang after him, quick as an arrow, and, dropping the pistol from his left hand, caught him by the shoulder and hurled him back. “I want no announcing,” he said. “The Church is free to enter everywhere.”


And he burst through them at the point of the sword, reckless now what might befall him so that he made his way through. But they did not venture to cut him down; for they knew that nothing but death would stop him, and for their very souls’ sake they dared not kill him. So he, kicking one and pushing another and laying about him with the flat of his sword and with his free hand, and reminding them all the while of their duty to the Church and of his sacred character, at last made his way through and stood alone, unhurt, at the foot of the staircase, while they cowed by the walls or looked at him in stupid helplessness and bewilderment. And the Bishop swiftly mounted the stairs.


At this instant in the room in the gate-tower of the castle overlooking the moat there had fallen a moment of dead silence. Here Count Nikolas raised the Princess, set her on a couch, and waited till her faintness and fright were gone. Then he had come near to her, and in brief harsh tones told her his mind. For him, indeed, the dice were now cast; in his fury and fear he had dared all. He was calm now, with the calmness of a man at a great turn of fate. That room, he told her, she should never leave alive, save as his promised wife, sworn and held to secrecy and silence by the force of that bond and of her oath. If he killed her he must die, whether by his own hand or the King’s mattered little. But he would die for a great cause and in a great venture. “I shall not be called a cheating gamester, madame,” said he, a smile on his pale face. “I choose death sooner than disgrace. Such is my choice. What is yours? It stands between death and silence; and no man but your husband will dare to trust your silence.”


“You do not dare to kill me,” said she defiantly.


“Madame, I dare do nothing else. They may write ‘murderer’ on my tomb; they shall not throw ‘cheat’ in my living face.”


“I will not be silent,” cried Osra, springing to her feet. “And rather than be your wife I would die a thousand times. For a cheat you are—a cheat—a cheat!” Her voice rose, till he feared that she would be heard, if anyone chanced to listen, even from so far off as the hall. Yet he made no more effort, seeking to move her by an appeal to which women are not wont to be insensible.


“A cheat, yes!” said he. “I, Nikolas of Festenburg, am a cheat. I say it, though no other man shall while I live to hear him. But to gain what stake?”


“Why, my brother’s castle of Zenda.”


“I swear to you it was not,” he cried, coming nearer to her. “I did not fear losing on the cast, but I could not endure not to win. Not my stake, madame, but yours lured me to my foul play. Have you your face, and yet do not know to what it drives men?”


“If I have a fair face, it should inspire fair deeds,” said she. “Do not touch me, sir, do not touch me. I loathe breathing the same air with you, or so much as seeing your face. Aye, and I can die. Even the women of our House know how to die.”


At her scorn and contempt a great rage came upon him, and he gripped the hilt of his sword, and drew it from the scabbard. But she stood still, facing him with calm eyes. Her lips moved for a moment in prayer, but she did not shrink.


“I pray you,” said he in trembling speech, mastering himself for an instant, “I pray you!” But he could say no more.


“I will cry your cheating in all Strelsau,” said she.


“Then commend your soul to God. For in one minute you shall die.”


Still she stood motionless; and he began to come near to her, his sword now drawn in his hand. Having come within the distance from which he could strike her, he paused and gazed into her eyes. She answered him with a smile. Then there was for an instant an utter stillness in the room; and in that instant the Bishop of Modenstein set his foot on the staircase and came running up. On a sudden Osra heard the step, and a gleam flashed in her eye. The Count heard it also, and his sword was arrested in its stroke. A smile came on his face. He was glad at the coming of someone whom he might kill in a fight; for it turned him sick to butcher her unresisting. Yet he dared not let her go, to cry his cheating in the streets of Strelsau.


The steps came nearer. He dropped his sword on the floor and sprang upon her. A shriek rang out, but he pressed his hand on her mouth and seized her in his arms. She had no strength to resist, and he carried her swiftly across the room to a door in the wall. He pulled the door open—it was very heavy and massive—and he flung her down roughly on the stone floor of a little chamber, square and lofty, having but one small window high up, through which the moonlight scarcely pierced. She fell with a moan of pain. Unheeding, he turned on his heel and shut the door.


And, as he turned, he heard a man throw himself against the door of the room. It also was strong, and twice the man hurled himself with all his force against it. At last it strained and gave way; and the Bishop of Modenstein burst into the room breathless. And he saw no trace of the Princess’s presence, but only Count Nikolas standing sword in hand in front of the door in the wall with a sneering smile on his face.


The Bishop of Modenstein never loved to speak afterwards of what followed, saying always that he rather deplored than gloried in it, and that when a man of sacred profession was forced to use the weapons of this world it was a matter of grief to him, not vaunting. But the King compelled him by urgent requests to describe the whole affair, while the Princess was never weary of telling all that she knew, or of blessing all bishops for the sake of the Bishop of Modenstein. Yet the Bishop blamed himself; perhaps, if the truth were known, not for the necessity that drove him to do what he did, as much as for a secret and ashamed joy which he detected in himself.


For certainly, as he burst into the room now, there was no sign of reluctance or unwillingness in his face; he took off his feathered hat, bowed politely to the Count, and resting the point of his sword on the floor, asked, “My lord, where is the Princess?”


“What do you want here, and who are you?” cried the Count with a blasphemous oath.


“When we were boys together, you knew Frederick of Hentzau. Do you not now know the Bishop of Modenstein?”


“Bishop! This is no place for bishops. Get back to your prayers, my lord.”


“It wants some time yet before matins,” answered the Bishop. “My lord, where is the Princess?”


“What do you want with her?”


“I am here to escort her wherever it may be her pleasure to go.”


He spoke confidently, but he was in his heart alarmed and uneasy because he had not found the Princess.


“I do not know where she is,” said Nikolas of Festenburg.


“My lord, you lie,” said the Bishop of Modenstein.


The Count had wanted nothing but an excuse for attacking the intruder. He had it now, and an angry flush mounted in his cheeks as he walked across to where the Bishop stood.


Shifting his sword, which he had picked up again, to his left hand, he struck the Bishop on the face with his gloved hand. The Bishop smiled and turned the other cheek to Count Nikolas, who struck again with all his force, so that he reeled back, catching hold of the open door to avoid falling, and the blood started dull red under the skin of his face. But he still smiled, and bowed, saying, “I find nothing about the third blow in Holy Scripture.”


At this instant the Princess Osra, who had been half stunned by the violence with which Nikolas had thrown her on the floor, came to her full senses and, hearing the Bishop’s voice, she cried out loudly for help. He, hearing her, darted in an instant across the room, and was at the door of the little chamber before the Count could stop him. He pulled the door open and Osra sprang out to him, saying, “Save me! Save me!”


“You are safe, madame, have no fear,” answered the Bishop. And turning to the Count, he continued, “Let us go outside, my lord, and discuss this matter. Our dispute will disturb and perhaps alarm the Princess.”


And a man might have read the purpose in his eyes, though his manner and words were gentle; for he had sworn in his heart that the Count should not escape.


But the Count cared as little for the presence of the Princess as he had for her dignity, her honor, or her life; and now that she was no longer wholly at his mercy, but there was a new chance that she might escape, his rage and the fear of exposure lashed him to fury. Without more talking, he made at the Bishop, crying, “You first, and then her! I’ll be rid of the pair of you!”


The Bishop faced him, smiling, standing between Princess Osra and his assault, while she shrank back a little, sheltering herself behind the heavy door. For although she had been ready to die without fear, yet the sight of men fighting frightened her, and she veiled her face with her hands, and waited in dread to hear the sound of their swords clashing.


But the Bishop looked very happy and, setting his hat on his head with a jaunty air, he stood on guard. For ten years or more he had not used his sword, but the secret of its mastery seemed to revive, fresh and clear in his mind, and let his soul say what it would, his body rejoiced to be at the exercise again, so that his blood kindled and his eyes gleamed in the glee of strife. Thus he stepped forward, guarding himself, and thus he met the Count’s impetuous onset; he neither flinched nor gave back, but finding himself holding his own, he pressed on and on, not violently attacking and yet never resting, and turning every thrust with a wrist of iron. And while Osra now gazed with wide eyes and close-held breath, and Count Nikolas muttered oaths and grew more furious, the Bishop seemed as gay as when he talked to the King, more gaily, may be, than bishops should. Again his eye danced as in the days when he had been called the wildest of the Hentzaus. And still he drove Count Nikolas back and back.


Now behind the Count was a window, which he himself had caused to be enlarged and made low and wide, in order that he might look from it over the surrounding country; in time of war it was covered with a close and strong iron grating. But now the grating was off and the window open, and beneath the window was a fall of fifty feet or hard upon it into the moat below. The Count, looking into the Bishop’s face, and seeing him smile, suddenly recollected the window, and fancied it was the Bishop’s design to drive him on to it so that he could give back no more; and, since he knew by now that the Bishop was his master with the sword, a despairing rage settled upon him; determining to die swiftly, since die he must, he rushed forward, making a desperate lunge at his enemy. But the Bishop parried the lunge and, always seeming to be about to run the Count through the body, again forced him to retreat till his back was close to the opening of the window. Here Nikolas stood, his eyes glaring like a madman’s; then a sudden devilish smile spread over his face.


“Will you yield yourself, my lord?” cried the Bishop, putting a restraint on the wicked impulse to kill the man, and lowering his point for an instant.


In that short moment the Count made his last throw; for all at once, as it seemed, and almost in one motion, he thrust and wounded the Bishop in the left side of his body, high in the chest near the shoulder, and, though the wound was slight, the blood flowed freely; then drawing back his sword, he seized it by the blade halfway up and flung it like a javelin at the Princess, who stood still by the door, breathlessly watching the fight. By an ace it missed her head, and it pinned a tress of her hair to the door and quivered deep-set in the wood of the door.


When the Bishop of Modenstein saw this, hesitation and mercy passed out of his heart, and though the man had now no weapon, he thought of sparing him no more than he would have spared any cruel and savage beast, but he drove his sword into his body, and the Count, not being able to endure the thrust without flinching, against his own will gave back before it. Then came from his lips a loud cry of dismay and despair; for at the same moment that the sword was in him he, staggering back, fell wounded to death through the open window.


The Bishop looked out after him, and Princess Osra heard the sound of a great splash in the water of the moat below; for very horror she sank back against the door, seeming to be held up more by the sword that had pinned her hair than by her own strength. Then came up through the window, from which the Bishop still looked with a strange smile, the clatter of a hundred feet, running to the gate of the castle. The bridge was let down; the confused sounds of many men talking, of whispers, of shouts, and of cries of horror, mounted up through the air. For the Count’s men in the hall also had heard the splash and run out to see what it was, and there they beheld the body of their master, dead in the moat; their eyes were wide open, and they could hardly lay their tongues to the words as they pointed to the body and whispered to one another, very low: “The Bishop has killed him—the Bishop has killed him.”


But the Bishop saw them from the window, and leant out, crying, “Yes, I have killed him. So perish all such villains!”


When they looked up, and saw in the moonlight the Bishop’s face, they were amazed. But he hastily drew his head in, so that they might not see him anymore. For he knew that his face had been fierce, and exultant, and joyful.


Then, dropping his sword, he ran across to the Princess; he drew the Count’s sword, which was wet with his own blood, out of the door, releasing the Princess’s hair; and, seeing that she was very faint, he put his arm about her, and led her to the couch; she sank upon it, trembling and white as her white gown, and murmuring, “Fearful, fearful!” And she clutched his arm, and for a long while she would not let him go; and her eyes were fixed on the Count’s sword that lay on the floor by the entrance of the little room.


“Courage, madame,” said the Bishop softly. “All danger is past. The villain is dead, and you are with the most devoted of your servants.”


“Yes, yes,” she said, and pressed his arm and shivered. “Is he really dead?”


“He is dead. God have mercy on him,” said the Bishop.


“And you killed him?”


“I killed him. If it were a sin, pray God forgive me!”


Up through the window still came the noise of voices and the stir of men moving; for they were recovering the body of the Count from the moat; yet neither Osra nor the Bishop noticed any longer what was passing; he was intent on her, and she seemed hardly yet herself; but suddenly, before he could interpose, she threw herself off the couch and onto her knees in front of him, and, seizing hold of his hand, she kissed first the Episcopal ring that he wore and then his hand. For he was both Bishop and a gallant gentleman, and a kiss she gave him for each; and after she had kissed his hand, she held it in both of hers and as though for safety’s sake she clung to it.


But he raised her hastily, crying to her not to kneel before him, and, throwing away his hat, he knelt before her, kissing her hands many times. She seemed now recovered from her bewilderment and terror; for as she looked down on him kneeling, she was halfway between tears and smiles, and with curving lips but wet shining eyes, she said very softly, “Ah, my lord, who made a bishop of you?”


And her cheeks grew in an instant from dead white into sudden red, and her hand moved over his head as if she would fain have touched him with it. And she bent down ever so little towards him. Yet, perhaps, it was nothing; any lady, who had seen how he bore himself, and knew that it was in her cause, for her honor and life, might well have done the same.


The Bishop of Modenstein made no immediate answer; his head was still bowed over her hand, and after a while he kissed her hand again; and he felt her hand press his. Then, suddenly, as though in alarm, she drew her hand away, and he let it go easily. Then he raised his eyes and met the glance of hers, and he smiled; and Osra also smiled. For an instant they were thus. Then the Bishop rose to his feet, and he stood before her with bent head and eyes that sought the ground in becoming humility.


“It is by God’s infinite goodness and divine permission that I hold my sacred office,” said he. “I would that I were more worthy of it! But today I have taken pleasure in the killing of a man.”


“And in the saving of a lady, sir,” she added softly, “who will ever count you among her dearest friends and the most gallant of her defenders. Is God angry at such a deed as that?”


“May He forgive us all our sins,” said the Bishop gravely; but what other sins he had in his mind he did not say, nor did the Princess ask him.


Then he gave her his arm, and they two walked together down the stairs into the hall; the Bishop, having forgotten both his hat and his sword, was bare-headed and had no weapon in his hand. The Count’s men were all collected in the hall, being crowded round a table that stood by the wall; for on the table lay the body of Count Nikolas of Festenburg, and it was covered with a horse-cloth that one of the servants had thrown over it. But when the men saw the Princess and the Bishop, they made way for them and stood aside, bowing low as they passed.


“You bow now,” said Osra, “but before, none of you would lift a finger for me. To my lord the Bishop alone do I owe my life; and he is a Churchman, while you were free to fight for me. For my part, I do not envy your wives such husbands.” And with a most scornful air she passed between their ranks, taking great and ostentatious care not to touch one of them even with the hem of her gown. At this they grew red and shuffled on their feet; and one or two swore under their breath, and thanked God their wives were not such shrews, being indeed very much ashamed of themselves, and very uneasy at thinking what these same wives of theirs would say to them when the thing became known.


But Osra and the Bishop passed over the bridge, and he set her on his horse. The summer morning had just dawned, clear and fair, so that the sun caught her ruddy hair as she mounted in her white gown. But the Bishop took the bridle of the horse and led it at a foot’s pace down the hill and into the town.


Now by this time the news of what had chanced had run all through the town, and the people were out in the streets, gossiping and guessing. And when they saw the Princess Osra safe and sound and smiling, and the Bishop in his shirt—for he had given his cloak to her—leading the horse, they broke into great cheering. The men cheered the Princess, while the women thrust themselves to the front rank of the crowd and blessed the Bishop of Modenstein. But he walked with his head down and his eyes on the ground, and would not look up, even when the women cried out in great fear and admiration on seeing that his shirt was stained with his blood and with the blood of Nikolas of Festenburg that had spurted out upon it.


But one thing the Princess heard, which sent her cheeks red again; for a buxom girl glanced merrily at her, and made bold to say in a tone that the Princess could not but hear, “By the Saints, here’s waste! If he were not a Churchman, now!” And her laughing eye traveled from the Princess to him, and back to the Princess again.


“Shall we go a little faster?” whispered Osra, bending down to the Bishop. But the girl only thought that she whispered something else, and laughed the more.


At last they passed the town, and with a great crowd still following them, came to the castle of Zenda. At the gate of it the Bishop stopped and aided the Princess to alight. Again he knelt and kissed her hand, saying only, “Madame, farewell!”


“Farewell, my lord,” said Osra softly; and she went hastily into the castle, while the Bishop returned to his inn in the town, and though the people stood round the inn the best part of the day, calling and watching for him, he would not show himself.


In the evening of that day the King, having heard the tidings of the crime of Count Nikolas, came in furious haste with a troop of horse from Strelsau. And when he heard how Osra had played at dice with the Count, and staking herself against the castle of Zenda had won it back, he was ashamed, and swore an oath that he would play dice no more, which oath he faithfully observed. But in the morning of the next day he went to Festenburg, where he flogged soundly every man who had not run away before his coming; and all the possessions of Count Nikolas he confiscated, and he pulled down the Castle of Festenburg, and filled up the moat that had run round its walls.


Then he sent for the Bishop of Modenstein, and thanked him, offering to him all the demesne of Count Nikolas; but the Bishop would not accept it, nor any mark of the King’s favor, not even the Order of the Red Rose. Therefore the King granted the ground on which Festenburg had stood, and all the lands belonging to it, to Francis of Tarlenheim, brother-in-law to the wife of Prince Henry, who built the château which now stands there and belongs to the same family to this day.


But the Bishop of Modenstein, having been entertained by the King with great splendor for two days, would not stay longer, but set out to pursue his journey, clad now in his ecclesiastical garments. And Princess Osra sat by her window, leaning her head on her hand, and watching him till the trees of the forest hid him; and once, when he was on the edge of the forest, he turned his face for an instant and looked back at her where she sat watching in the window. Thus he went to Strelsau; and when he was come there, he sent immediately for his confessor, and the confessor, having heard him, laid upon him a severe penance, which he performed with great zeal, exactness, and contrition. But whether the penance were for killing Count Nikolas of Festenburg (which in a layman, at least, would have seemed but a venial sin), or for what else, who shall say?




About H. Bedford-Jones


You can’t have an anthology of historical swashbucklers without a few stories drawn from American pulp magazines of the early 20th century, where they burgeoned and throve. It’s more than appropriate that our first pulp swashbuckler is a tale by Henry Bedford-Jones. Beside Max Brand and Erle Stanley Gardner, HB-J was one of the most popular and prolific writers of the pulp fiction era—and though like Brand and Gardner he wrote plenty of Westerns, detective stories, and contemporary thrillers, it was in the realm of historical adventure that Bedford-Jones really shone. You could always depend on an HB-J historical to have engaging characters, be well-researched, and move at a pace that never flagged. It was said of Bedford-Jones that whenever two or more men had fought throughout history, he knew about all about the circumstances and how the men were armed.


Bedford-Jones was born in Ontario, Canada, in 1887, and moved with his family to Michigan when he was one year old, later living in Chicago and California. He began his career as a journalist, switched to writing fiction for the pulps in 1909, and wrote constantly until his death forty years later. He wrote 195 novels, 29 of which received book publication, and over 1100 shorter pieces. A number of his swashbucklers were published in hardcover during the 1920s, boom years for book publishers, and the era when Rafael Sabatini’s historicals were at the height of their popularity. Bedford-Jones was a devotee of Dumas’ The Three Musketeers, and some of his best novels from that period were pastiches featuring d’Artagnan or Cyrano de Bergerac.


Bedford-Jones was also an aficionado of the age of piracy, as you’ll find in the following tale, which is based very loosely on the career of Edward “Ned” Low, a real pirate of the 1720s who flew a black flag sporting a crimson skeleton. HB-J has fictionalized the real Low’s background to create a very engaging piratical rogue indeed in this novelette, which first appeared in the Adventure pulp of December 20th, 1922.




Pirates’ Gold


H. BEDFORD-JONES
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It was past six bells and growing on to noon, and I was a homesick man as I stood on the quay below London Bridge and watched the King Sagamore swinging on her hawser out in the tideway. For she was Virginia-owned, and I, George Roberts of Virginia, knew her well, so that the sight of her was like a touch of home to me.


Also, I had a vile headache, and my memory of the previous night’s events was very hazy. I had met a number of other captains, and I think some ship-owners, at the Royal Arms, though I could remember only Ned Low and the dark man, Russel, because I liked the one and disliked the other. I seemed to remember that Low had promised his interest to try to get me a ship, or else a chief mate’s berth, but I could recall little of what he had said, except that he told some gorgeous yarns of the Guinea trade.


“Good morning, Captain Roberts!” came a voice, and I turned to see Russel himself approaching.


I greeted him without pleasure, for there was a sneer in his eyes, and I did not like his gold-laced hat and jeweled fingers, or the look in his dark face.


“You seem mighty busy,” he went on, his heavy-lidded gaze searching me. “The cap’n put you under the table, I hear! Well, what think you of the King Sagamore?”


“Out of trim,” I responded. “She’s down by the head, or I’m a Dutchman!”


“Oh!” said Russel, eying me. “But you’re a Virginian, sir—and a seaman to boot! I never heard of seamen coming from Virginia or the other colonies.”


This angered me, as it also puzzled me. Why on earth the man should want to pick a quarrel, I could not see. But, knocking out my pipe and smiling, I obliged him swiftly. “Plenty you never heard of, I imagine! Particularly here in England.”


“Eh?” He bent his black brows upon me, scowling. “How mean you?” he added.


“Why, just this: what was your name before you made it Russel?”


At that, his white teeth showed. He clapped hand to belt as if feeling for a pistol, and I laughed at him.


“Aye, try it with a Virginian!” I told him, and chuckled again. “Think you’re on the high seas, my bucko? Russel, forsooth! If you’re not a Portugee, I don’t know my business! Aye, snarl all you please—and ladies’ rings to your fingers. You cursed fool, don’t you know they hang pirates in London town? How long since you were on the Account, as the gentry of that profession term it?”


That reached him between wind and water, as it were. I really meant to taunt him into action, since I wanted to feel my fist in his dark face; but I went too far. His hands dropped. He stood motionless, his eyes eating into me, and they became bloodshot.


“On the Account!” he repeated the phrase, a thickness in his voice. “You speak glibly of it! Perhaps you’ve been on the Account yourself, my fine Virginia sailor?”


“Why, perhaps I have,” said I cheerfully. “And what of it?”


He looked at me for another moment, then turned on his heel and strode away very swiftly, as one who goes of set purpose. I looked after him, frowning. He had been at the tavern with Captain Low the previous night. Ned Low was an engaging rascal of the sort that men love, had been master of a Guineaman, and had traded at the Indies. Russel was of a very different stripe; a sinister man, certainly no Englishman, and I wondered that Ned Low would keep company with him.


However, I dismissed the matter, filled my pipe afresh and turned to watch the ship out in the stream. She was making ready to sail, and to a seaman’s eye she presented some uncommonly interesting aspects.


That homesick feeling grew on me as I looked. My first voyage had been made in her, under old Andrew Scott—a cold and hard master he was, too! Anyone who had sailed with Scott had tales to brag of. But Cap’n Scott was dead and gone these two years, thanks to a drinking bout with Sandy Fisher aboard the Margaret at Barbados; for Sandy craftily mixed some rare claret in the rum, and Cap’n Scott never rose from under the table.


Well, Scott was dead, and here was I a captain, and yonder the old King Sagamore! Heartily did I wish that I were commanding her or at least aboard of her, since I was down to my last guinea, with no hope of a ship except I took out a slaver, for which I had no stomach.


Gossip along the quay told me that she was bound for Virginia, but I doubted this. She was in ballast, and no ship went to Virginia in ballast these days. Also she had bent a new suit of canvas and was fresh-varnished; and I, knowing how stingy were her owners, realized that this was something like a miracle.


What was more, I perceived a feather-bed being put aboard her from the lighter alongside. A feather-bed, indeed! No wonder all the Thames boatmen jeered her as they passed, and the crew of a fishing-lugger tied at the quay began to bawl comments which set the river in a roar of laughter. I wondered who was going to use that feather-bed.


One cannot deny that the King Sagamore has a certain roll to her in the best of seas; an uneasy and fretful roll, as if endeavoring to shake loose of the bloodstains that have sunk into her teak. Even old Cap’n Scott had groaned and left the deck at times.


Just now I heard a voice calling out, “There ’e be, sir! That’s ’im a-smoking of the ’bacca!”


I glanced about, to see a quay loafer pointing me out to a gentleman approaching rapidly. I faced about to meet this stranger in some surprise.


He was a man in a hurry; a small fellow of forty-odd, wizened and thin in the cheeks, his eyes very sparkling. From his heaving chest and awry wig, he had lately been running. As he strode up to me he produced a snuff-box with a great air of grandeur.


“Your pardon, sir,” he addressed me, his words rapid and with authority. “You are Captain Roberts, the Virginian?”


“I am,” was my response.


“My name is Dennis Langton, merchant and goldsmith, living at the Wheatsheaf in Lombard Street. I had word this morning from Low that you’d be sailing with us.”


He rattled this all out in a breath. Then he flung a glance over his shoulder and suddenly thrust the snuff-box at me.


“Here, take this and fetch it aboard wi’ you—move sharp now! Tell Ned that I’ll come aboard as he drops downstream. Give it to him and no other. With you this side of Gravesend—Devil sink me! The dogs have caught the trail—hide it, lad—”


Leaving the snuff-box hidden in my fist, the spry little man darted away from me and ran for cover like a hunted rabbit. I gaped after him, thinking him a madman until the burst of shouts went up from the running men.


“Stop, thief!” went up the yells, shrill and sharp with the hunting fever. “Escape! Trip him up—’scape! ’Prentices out—stop, thief—king’s name! Pirate and thief—”


Upon and past me swept a shrilling throng in a mad rush, two constables in the lead. Langton vanished in among the buildings, and they after him, and the chorus of yells was swiftly drowned in the noise of the city.


I stood there staring after the rout, until the whimsicality of it all drew a laugh from me. The swift change from the pompous manner and address to the wild flight was ludicrous. The incident was strange and unreal—a merchant of Lombard Street pursued as thief and pirate!


Pirate! Dennis Langton! Suddenly the name flashed across my consciousness and startled me. Three years previously, or rather four, since it was early in 1720, I was mate aboard the ship Susannah, owned by a merchant of Southwark Side, near London. There had been much talk aboard her of how she had fallen prey to a brace of pirates near Madeira last voyage and had later escaped. Spriggs was one of the rovers, the same who was lately hanged at Tyburn and still hangs there.


And the other one—now the name came back to me clear enough! Langton, and none other; Dennis Langton, a soft-spoken man, who was reputed to have murdered many with his own hand.


Could the pirate Langton be the same man as this merchant and goldsmith? Most unlikely, and yet all things are possible in this world!


Now came suspicion that he had stolen the snuff-box which he forced on me, and that I might be taken for a thief. This vanished when I opened my hand. The box was a small one of black wood, absolutely worthless. Nor had the little man the look of a cutpurse.


And what was it he had said about Captain Low? A message for Low, too. And what was that about my shipping with Low? I felt bewildered.


Thrusting the snuff-box into my pocket, I drew again on my pipe, frowning over this singular incident. I was still turning it over in my mind perplexedly, when there arose a new and more singular matter which drove it completely out of my head; and no wonder!


Hearing my name called, I looked around to see Captain Low himself coming toward me, bravely puffing at a pipe and laughing to himself over some inward joke. “Ha, Roberts! A fine morning to you, George! Damn me, but we had a pretty rouse last night! Why are you standing here thus idle in the market place?”


“Why, for lack of work!” Smiling, I gave him a grip of the hand. “It seems to me that you said something about looking you up today—but I confess that last rum punch we brewed put a stopper on my brain! Sink me if I can remember a thing.”


“What!” Low gave me a singular yet whimsical look. “Come, lad! You don’t mean to say that you can’t remember our discussion?”


“Not a thing,” I said ruefully. “I’ve lost even the name of your ship, Ned!”


He broke into a roar of laughter, dropped his pipe and smashed it, roared again, then clapped me heartily on the shoulder and swung me about. “There she lies, Roberts. Damn me, this is a creamy jest! Wow! Wait until I tell John Russel about this! And you entered with me as chief mate, too! Oh, lad, ha’ pity on me! Yonder’s the King Sagamore with poor Gunner Basil loading the last aboard; and me sleeping abed all morning thinking you stood on her deck!”


“Good Lord!” I stammered. “D’you mean to say that I, George Roberts, shipped as chief mate with you—”


He fell to roaring again with laughter, and I chimed in, helpless to withstand it. We stood there like two fools, holding our sides and sending up shouts of mirth that drew curious folk about to stare and wonder if we were loose from Bedlam.


At length I came out of the fit of laughter, and we walked apart down the quay, discussing matters. When I told Low how I had been homesick for the King Sagamore, he began to bellow again.


His news struck me with incredulity, but a glad man I was for the carouse of the night before, since I appeared to have landed a good berth with a man I liked. Ned Low was fully as tall as I, and even wider in the shoulder; a lean man, his face brown and hard as if carven from mahogany, but ever ready to slip into the cheeriest laughter man ever heard. He had a whimsical touch about him, and I think had run away from Oxford for love of the sea, since he could quote the classics by the hour and spoke sometimes of Magdalen Towers.


Well, he speedily made it clear to me that I was signed with him, and that he had all morning supposed me to be aboard, at which we laughed again.


“Russel came back and dragged me from table just as I was sitting down to breakfast with word that you were standing on the quay like a man in a dream,” he concluded with a final chuckle. “So I came along to see—”


“Russel!” I said, and frowned. “Does he sail with us?”


“Aye.” Low took my arm frankly and turned me eye to eye with him. “Listen, Roberts! We’ve scant time to talk—I must get aboard and see to things. But you’re a man after my own heart; I drank you under the table last night to make certain, since rum brings out the worst of a man!


“I know you and Russel must fall out. That’s as it should be; but look out that Russel doesn’t slip a knife into you. Understand? I have to take him as second mate, willy-nilly, and as we explained last night—Well, run along and get your things, and don’t miss the tide on your life! I must aboard.”


He turned, calling to a wherry just leaving the landing-stairs and made her with a swift run and a leap. I marveled at his cat-like agility, responded to his wave of the hand, and turned to seek my own clothes at the Hare and Hounds, fortunately close by.


[image: image]


For all that I was a happy-go-lucky young devil this morning’s affair left me in somewhat of a daze. Or perhaps the rum punch contributed to that effect. However, I was gradually coming to an understanding of things. Russel had come up to me in an evil humor, thinking that I was shirking my duty by loafing ashore; which would well account for his attitude.


Not until I had nearly reached my lodgings did I recall that extraordinary meeting with the man Dennis Langton, and clapped hand to pocket with an exclamation. I had clear forgotten to speak of him to Ned Low!


However, no matter now. It was evident that he must have seen Low that morning, or have heard from him that I was in charge of the ship.


I packed my trunk and stepped into the ordinary to pay off my landlord. Just then a number of men came crowding in with much high talk, amid which I caught the name of Langton. At that I turned and listened, while the landlord gaped likewise.


“And to think that Langton has all this while been a merchant in Lombard Street!” cried one man with a volley of oaths. “A pretty pass we’re coming to in London town!”


“They say,” chimed in another, “that he has already sold out his business and was in shape to skip the city—”


“All by accident he was betrayed,” spoke up another, a latecomer. “You’ve not heard? Zounds, a ripping story! In Lombard Street itself, only this morning, gentlemen! He came face to face with a shipman whom he’d plundered years ago, was recognized, dodged the hue and cry and broke clear away. Now the constables are searching the city for him, and the waterside as well. A pirate at loose—zounds!”


I paid my score, engaged a man to carry down the trunk and went my way somewhat thoughtfully.


This Dennis Langton, known for a pirate, was a friend of Low and was hoping to get aboard the King Sagamore. I was going as mate aboard that ship. So was John Russel; and my words had stung Russel that morning. Russel, like Langton, had been on the Account, as those who take to piracy term the profession.


What about Ned Low? He was one of them; no use shirking the fact. This fine Virginia ship was going a-sailing on a mighty queer cruise, in ballast at that!


And what about me, George Roberts of Virginia?


Why, that was simple enough! Duty lay clear and straight before me—inform the authorities, have everyone aboard the King Sagamore laid by the heels, and become a popular hero! The ship would be saved to its owners and everybody happy.


Against this there balanced Ned Low’s frank and keen blue eyes, the clap of his hand on my shoulder, the comradely liking I bore him. Aye, because I liked him I laughed at duty! Besides, I was never a great hand at informing. If I want a thing done, I go do it; this running to catchpoles and constables is not to my mind.


So we came down again to the quay, and as I pocketed my pipe my hand touched the black snuff-box. I drew out the thing and looked at it, pressed the catch and opened it. Inside there was no snuff, but a folded, bone-hard bit of vellum. I put the thing away once more.


“Let sleeping dogs lie!” I reflected. “Dennis Langton may be caught. If he’s been posing as a merchant here in London, he’ll be well known and should be caught in an hour’s time. That may simplify matters a bit.


“As for Ned Low, I trust him more than a little, and he should have sense enough to know that I’m not going on the Account. Perhaps that’s not his own intention, either! I may be wronging him.”


I called a wherry and was taken out toward the ship. As we approached her I fell to laughing again; for I had not the least notion whither she was bound or on what errand. And I remembered that feather-bed going aboard, so that the whole affair struck me afresh with such whimsical humor that I could not refrain from laughing.


Captain Low looked over the rail as we drew near, and he caught the infection and began to roar again with mirth, and was still grinning as I came over the side. “Welcome!” he cried, and struck hands again, a hearty grip. “What’s so merry?”
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