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Author’s Note/Introduction

FIRST OF ALL, LET ME explain that the stories in this collection do not necessarily reflect my own ideals. I merely seek to devise complex characters who seem as if you could meet them on the street. I struggle to give them a human quality, complete with faults and vices. I feel that, if I make them as real as possible, they will be more interesting. It is never my intent to bare my own soul, thoughts, or opinions through the character. Though they often voice some of my views in their own, they are not a mirror of me.

I started this collection with “The Balladeers Of Tulwood Castle”, which I wrote my Junior year and sent it in to an agent the next year. I got it back last year after an eleven year search for a publisher that resulted them terminating our contract without it getting published. This is the earliest manuscript I have that has survived mostly intact over the years. I had a series of novels I had written in eighth grade, but I can only find the last two of the series of five that was originally written...and they are the last two I finished. There was to be eight, but I never finished the seventh or started the eighth. I wrote another, unrelated, novel in seventh grade, but only have chapters five through nine (I believe).

I followed with a more recent story. “The Ravagers”, written in 2004, was sitting on one of my floppies waiting to be sent to a magazine, which never got it due to lack of money needed to send it. It was a strange little journey during the writing of it, due to the fact that it was written just before I got the job writing serial fiction for www.keepitcoming.net. It was to be the first of a long series of stories, but I was only able to finish the first.

Following “The Ravagers” is “The Italian Connection: A Perry St. Laurent Adventure”, written in 2004. Perry, and this very short adventure was created for a short fiction contest where there could only be about 1,000 to 2,000 words. I reread the contest rules after writing it only to find that I hadn’t written about the right subject. Thus, I could only set it aside until I found a new forum for it.

Next in line here is another older story, which I polished earlier this year by correcting the name mistakes after doing research on feudal Japan. :The Hall Of Five Rings” was written, originally, in 1993 after reading part of “The Tale Of Genji” the oldest surviving novel from ancient China. I originally gave the characters Chinese names. Then, when I began doing research, I found that my names and a few other things I’d written were incorrect (and I hate misinforming my audience) so I edited it to be more accurate. The result is an adventure.

“The Strange Journeys Of Dr. Mackinsey Rand: The First Adventures” was actually written after I had written The Strange Journeys Of Dr. Mackinsey Rand: the Last Adventure” in 2002. I don’t know why I started with the last chapter of the story first, but I did. There is to be possibly nine or ten stories in this series, but I have yet to finish number two. Mack, the main character of this story is one of the most realistic characters I have built so far, with the exception of Maggie Usher-the main character in my yet unfinished novel—“The Price of Lust”, which is the first in a nearly endless series of books that will be inter-related.

“Fall of the Giant” was written in 1993, while I was in college. It was written at the same time as the story “Tales From The Renge” which was accepted by KIC when it was just starting its short run (the other story, a western, that they accepted, was called “Breed’s Command”.). I intended to finish the storyline, but never got around to it.

The last story I have included in this collection is “Rivers Of Blood”, a futuristic story that takes place centuries after our own time. The world we know has ceased to exist, in a very big way, as has all that we take for granted. It was written at the same time that I wrote “The Ravagers”. My original copy had a few mistakes in it, which I corrected here.

I hope you enjoy the stories that I have chosen for this collection. I know that I try to make all my stories impossible to put down, but sometimes, I may not get it right. I just hope I did so with these seven stories. 

~Jay, 2007~
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The Balladeers of Tulwood Castle
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The Arrival
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Tulwood was grand, and one look would tell anyone that the estate had not been cared for since Sir Henri Tulwood died several years before. Now, somewhere, something heralded the return of a Tulwood to the hill where the castle lay sprawled across the fertile land.

The returning Tulwood was not as finicky as his ancestors and did not care if the legend of his new home was true. No, Thomas Henri Tulwood cared only about remodeling the family birthplace and giving it a better look.

Thomas was taller than most of his family, including his father, who stood six feet, ten inches tall. With a strong will and a powerful build, Thomas had what it took to return to Tulwood Castle to establish his last home.

Tulwood Castle lay in the southern part of Ireland near Cork. The gardens had turned to wildflowers, weeds, and grass, yet Thomas knew he could bring trained life to those unruly patches of rubble. Thomas stood at the top of the minaret-style tower that stood beside the keep overlooking the castle grounds and wondered if he should have brought his family with him to see this grand sight. Beyond, outside the castle walls, he could see the small village that he was to govern.

The sound of shuffling brought Thomas out of his thoughts. As he turned toward the stairwell, he noticed his friend standing before him.


“How do you like my ancestral home, Donegal?”





Donegal gazed out over the land. “Interesting, sir. The view is grand.”


Thomas suddenly realized that his friend was right.





Walking toward the stairwell, he reminded himself to place flowers on Henri’s grave.
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The Great Hall
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The grandeur of all life

Settled with bright smiles And gay jokes of the summers.

Upon the unsuspecting guests

And the minstrels’ music

Woos the lively young girls into dancing, As a gypsy is made welcome.

—Donegal

Donegal knew that Thomas would go through the main hall on his way to Henri’s grave. Somehow he had to warn Tranny of the possible dangers that existed in that room. Having gotten his friend this far, he could not risk losing this fight.


“Donegal, what d’ye think of that?”





Turning, Donegal saw Tranny looking him squarely in the eyes. Looking up, he saw that the dangers were no longer apparent.


“Fine, Tranny, just fine. Has Thomas passed this way?”





“Yeah.” Tranny looked puzzled. “He seemed in an awful hurry.”


“He was?”





Donegal was worried. Something was wrong. Thomas just was not very attentive. He must have missed something when he last spoke to Thomas. What could he have missed?

As Thomas stood by the grave of Henri, whose ancient castle he had come to call home, he vowed that he would search for the person who caused Sir Henri’s fall into ruin.

When he finally noticed the old oak tree that stood as a sentry and a shade over the grave, he saw a stranger sitting in a niche in the highest point of the tree.

“Dear fellow, come down, I pray thee, an’ tell me thy name. If you know who I be, tell me now what you do here.”

Even as the stranger came down from his high perch, Thomas started toward the large stone bench.

“Sir, turn to me that I may see your face. ’Tis rarely a visitor I get.”

“Dear fellow, if I may remind you, I am not a visitor here. I live here.”

“I do not mean to say that the castle is my home. Nay, but this tree is home for me.”


“And the walls?”





“The walls be but boundaries betwixt me and the village. I go out only for food.”


“So you’re a fugitive?”





“Nay, nay, dear friend. I am a poet of recluse. You see, my life is among those of the past.”
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The Legend
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Thomas was confronted by two mysteries. One, what had caused Henri’s death—and two, who was the poet? He could not figure out what the link was between the two, even though he knew there was one.

As suddenly as the hunch came, it disappeared as a creature slid down the hall just ahead of him. What could it have been?

Hurrying, Thomas turned down the hall down which the supposed creature had disappeared. He found nothing but a tome, opened to a page that had the name of the castle at the top. 

“What bedeviled thing is this?”

Suddenly he heard the poet’s voice behind him.

“Methinks it is the legend of your home. Read it and beware. Someone wants your life—not I nor the one who opened this dusty tome, but the evil one who resides beyond your gates.”

“Who opened this tome? And what be his purpose? Does he not know who I be? What’s he like?”

“Oh, yes, he knows you. Why else would he steal this tome and bring to you the legend of this forsaken place?”


“Do you know his name?”





“Nay, m’lord. I know him only by sight. A beautiful lad he is.”

Thomas looked at the page before him. Reading it, he soon became engulfed in the story it had to tell. The message was plain:


As the legend said,

Poor old Henri Thomas Tulwood fell to his ruin with hundreds of guests at banquet by the poison from Ptolemy Stacks’ purse, but Henri’s family and servants escaped with nary a scratch, but some say that a poet did stay, when others fled, for

he buried ol’ Henri with his guests— mummers, minstrels, and banquet honorers. There he rests in honored presence and wanders the halls of the castle so grand, only to hear the comforting music of the minstrel’s lute.

Blood be spilt but once. It shall happen again. The plot went ever so good, but it will be changed to be the end of all the Stacks.

For the lust of power did Ptolemy Stack kill, and for his ways shall a bloody feud rise. Alas, alas, for Ptolemy’s crew did fall; Alas, alas, for sly ol’ Stack, his mistake be paid by the descendants. Sly ol’ Stack’s great-great-grandson shall be confronted by Henri’s own great-great-grandson. Be wary, oh, black-leg Stack, for thy great-great-grandson will fall, and thy father’s debt will be paid with the ruin of thy family so noble, and the destruction of thy family so proud.

Be wary, dear Durango, for thy son shall die, and a legacy shall fade to a nonexistent color.

Oh, Telleri, your ancestor’s mistake will be paid when your life is through. Then the governing rod of Tulwood returns to Tellerigan. Be kind to the poet who makes the oak tree his home, for he is the heir of a million treasures. He is the descendant of the man who buried the once-festive leader and guests.

Listen, and be not proud, for the end of the legend is nigh, yet unfinished.


Thomas looked up from the tome into the blue eyes of the poet. 

“Have you seen these weary phantoms?”


“Aye, many times.”



“Where to they hide?”





“That now I cannot tell—but I can recite a poem that I wrote after I heard them and saw them.”


“Will you, please?” 

“Certainly. It goes like this:


The music of a lute fills the halls

Of a long abandoned castle

That time has let fall, crumbling into ruin Along the eerie passageways appears a phantom of ages past. Casting shadows of make-believe Upon the walls of reality.

As the phantom floats down the hall,

The music gets louder,

And you’re lured into following,


Yet you know there are none more, but you are the only one.


Something holds you in its power

As the phantom drifts through the door just ahead, And when you open the door,

You find you have been lured into a room so grand,

To witness the strangest concert of ghostly balladeers.”


“Are you telling me that they are in the great hall?”


“Nay, they are anywhere. The great hall is the place where I first saw them. Now I can see them anywhere.”

Thomas returned to his reading. The line he finished held the clue as to where the sword of Tulwood Castle was hidden.
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Lennox and Catina
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Lady Tulwood stood in the market of Tellerigan, looking at the goods the merchants had to offer. All she had hoped for had come to pass. That included the birth of her twins twenty years ago, and now it included the reestablishment of Tulwood governorship to Tellerigan.

At the same instant in the open countryside near Tulwood Castle, Lennox and Catina, the Tulwood twins, rode their horses and enjoyed the warmth of the sun on the emerald isle they called home.

Lennox was slightly shorter than his father’s seven-feet-one, and of a slighter build. Catina, on the other hand, was more the size of her mother, who stood six feet, one inch. Both of the twins were better-looking than their mother, because they looked like their father and were also most generally in good humor.

Lennox was talkative and always active, but today he was having more fun than he ever had in London or Dublin, where his father had taken refuge for thirteen years.

Catina was quiet and shy when she was around people she did not know. She was as pretty as a day of spring that brought forth the blossoming flowers. She loved poetry and had always had a knack for writing beautiful stories of love, happiness, and honesty even if no one would read them. She also loved art and painted incredible pictures portraying love and harmony.

The twins were excellent riders, and both loved music, but as they rode, they thought nothing of their talents; yet as they rode close to the castle, a young man the same age as they ran toward the castle in fear. Upon entering the gates, the twins were met by Collin, the stable servant.

“Anyone come through the gate, Collin?” Lennox asked. “No, sir, not that I saw.”

“Thanks, Collins,” Catina’s sweet voice said. “Thanks anyway.”


“You’re welcome, m’lady. You too, lad.”
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The Room in the Tower
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Catina remembered that her grandfather had told a story of a room in the tower where no one went, and she wondered why it had never been opened. As she explored, she found a golden key lying on the last step in front of the door to that ancient chamber. She slipped the key into the lock and opened the door.

Looking inside, Catina saw the boy who had run for the castle crouched in the corner in a frightened posture.

“You have no need to be frightened of me,” she said, “I don’t bite. I just want to know what I may call you. I’m Catina.”


“Tellon.”





She saw that her smooth voice was bringing ease to the boy’s composure.


“Do you live in this room?” She asked.



“Yes. So do Rathe, Jan, and Braun.”



“Who might they be?”



“Orphans. I’m their overlord.”



“Come, I want...”



“I must wait for the others.”





Suddenly a hand appeared on the window ledge. Tellon crossed to the window and pulled each of the boys into the room.

He quickly turned to Catina and said, “This is Jan, Braun, and Rathe.” He turned to the boys. “This fair lass is Catina.”
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Ghosts in the Hall
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Duncan had been with Thomas ever since they were in Orleans. He could never have believed the stories of Thomas’s grandfather’s escape from Tulwood Castle. For some odd reason he knew that Henri Tulwood II had told the unglorified truth, but the only route of escape would be the castle gate...or would it be?

Duncan was brought out of his thoughts when Lennox put a hand on his shoulder.


“Duncan? You alright?”



“Yes, Lennox. I was just thinking.”



“About what?”





“Nothing much. Just how someone would be able to escape through the gates without being seen.”

“Never mind that. Come. Father is getting impatient. We mustn’t keep him waiting.”

Suddenly the two men stopped to a dead halt as a phantom floated in front of them and went through the door to their right.
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The Golden Lute
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As the weeks passed, Catina and Tellon became friends, and the orphans had been made part of the Tulwood family. Lennox had made all feel welcome, despite his mother’s objections. Thomas made sure that none had been left out of the summer festivities.

It was mid July when Tellon and Catina met in the meadow alone. Tellon was carrying an awkward-looking package.


Catina looked over at him. “What’s that?”



“This is a present for you. It was left to me by my great-great grandfather. He died in this castle the night as Ptolemy Stack poisoned Henri and the banquet guests. That included him.”



“Why give it to me?”



“I like you—and most of all, I want you to have it.”



“What could it be?”



“Open it and find out.”




Catina struggled with the package until the bow at the top came loose. Opening it, she gasped in surprise as she pulled a golden lute from the cloth wrapping.


“It’s beautiful! Thank you!”



“Now you can play music anytime you feel it’s right.”
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The Music Starts
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Thomas woke up sometime during the night to the eerie sound of bagpipes and lutes. He got up, went into the hall, and started toward Catina’s room. In the hall he met Duncan.


“You heard it too?”



“Yes. I thought I was the only one.”



“No, I heard it too. Where’s the poet?”



“He went to the village.”



“I’ve got to check on Catina. She might have been...”



“I doubt it. I just passed her room, and she was sound asleep.” 



“Good.”





As they walked down the hall toward the great hall, Tellon stopped in front of them.


“What is it, Tellon?”



“Don’t interfere. It’s the phantoms of this castle.”



“This dreadful music is their doing?”



“Aye, but don’t let them know what you think.”



“I’ll remember that. Thank you, Tellon. I’ll remember that.”
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