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IN Clifden, the chief coast town of Connemara, there is a house at
the end of a triangle which the two streets of the town form, the front
windows of which look straight down the beautiful harbour and bay,
whose waters stretch out beyond the islands which are scattered along
the coast and, with the many submerged reefs, make the entrance so
difficult.

In the first-floor double-windowed room of this house, furnished as
a bed-sitting room, there was a man sitting at a writing-table--not an
ordinary writing-table, but one the dimensions of which were more
suited to the needs of an architect or an engineer than to those of a
writer. In the middle of the table was a large drawing-desk, and on it
was pinned a sheet of cartridge paper, which was almost covered with
portions of designs.

In one corner there was what might be the conception of an engine
designed for a destroyer or a submarine. In another corner there was a
sketch of something that looked like a lighthouse, and over against
this the design of what might have been a lantern. The top left-hand
corner of the sheet was merely a blur of curved lines and shadings and
cross-lines, running at a hundred different angles which no one, save
the man who had drawn them, could understand the meaning of.

In the middle of the sheet there was a very carefully-outlined
drawing in hard pencil of a craft which was different from anything
that had ever sailed upon the waters or below them, or, for the matter
of that, above them.

To the right hand there was a rough, but absolutely accurate, copy
of this same craft leaving the water and flying into the air, and just
underneath this a tiny sketch of a flying fish doing the same
thing.

The man sitting before the drawing-board was an Irishman. He was one
of those men with the strong, crisp hair, black brows and deep brown
eyes, straight, strong nose almost in a line with his forehead, thin,
nervous lips and pointed jaw, strong at the angles but weak at the
point, which come only from one descent.

Nearly four hundred years before, one of the ships of the great
Armada had been wrecked on Achill Island, about twenty miles from where
he sat. Half a dozen or so of the crew had been saved, and one of these
was a Spanish gentleman, captain of Arquebusiers who, drenched and
bedraggled as he was when the half-wild Irish fishermen got him out of
the water, still looked what he was, a Hidalgo of Spain. He had been
nursed back to health and strength in a miserable mud and turf-walled
cottage, and, broken in fortune--for he was one of the many gentlemen
of Spain who had risked their all on the fortunes of King Philip and
the Great Armada, and lost--he refused to go back to his own country a
beaten man.

And meanwhile he had fallen in love with the daughter of his nurse,
the wife of the fisherman who had taken him more than half dead out of
the raging Atlantic surf.

No man ever knew who he was, save that he was a gentleman, a
Spaniard, and a Catholic. But when he returned to the perfection of
physical and mental health, and had married the grey-eyed, dark-browed
girl, who had seemed to him during his long hours of sickness the
guardian angel who had brought him back across the line which marks the
frontier between life and death, he developed an extraordinary talent
in boat-building, which was the real origin of the wonderful
sea-worthiness of small craft which to this day brave, almost with
impunity, the terrible seas which, after an unbroken run of almost two
thousand miles, burst upon the rockbound, island-fenced coast of
Connemara.

The man at the table was the descendant in the sixth generation of
the unknown Spanish Hidalgo, who nearly four hundred years before had
said in reply to a question as to what his name was:

"Juan de Castillano."

As the generations had passed, the name, as usual, had got modified,
and this man's name was John Castellan.

"I think that will about do for the present," he said, getting up
from the table and throwing his pencil down. "I've got it almost
perfect now;" and then as he bent down again over the table, and looked
over every line of his drawings, "Yes, it's about all there. I wonder
what my Lords of the British Admiralty would give to know what that
means. Well, God save Ireland, they shall some day!"

He unpinned the paper from the board, rolled it up, and put it into
the top drawer of an old oak cabinet, which one would hardly have
expected to find in such a room as that, and locked the drawer with a
key on his key-chain. Then he took his cap from a peg on the door, and
his gun from the corner beside it, and went out.

There are three ways out of Clifden to the west, one to the
southward takes you over the old bridge, which arches the narrow
rock-walled gorge, which gathers up the waters of the river after they
have had their frolic over the rocks above. The other is a continuation
of the main street, and this, as it approaches the harbour, where you
may now see boats built on the pattern which John Castellan's ancestor
had designed, divides into two roads, one leading along the shore of
the bay, and the other, rough, stony, and ill-kept, takes you above the
coast-guard station, and leads to nowhere but the Atlantic Ocean.

Between these two roads lies in what was once a park, but which is
now a wilderness, Clifden Castle. Castle in Irish means country house,
and all over the south and west of Ireland you may find such houses as
this with doors screwed up, windows covered with planks, roofs and
eaves stripped of the lead and slates which once protected them from
the storms which rise up from the Atlantic, and burst in wind and rain,
snow and sleet over Connemara, long ago taken away to sell by the
bankrupt heirs of those who ruined themselves, mortgaged and sold every
acre of ground and every stick and stone they owned to maintain what
they called the dignity of their families at the Vice-Regal Court in
Dublin.

John Castellan took the lower road, looking for duck. The old house
had been the home of his grandfather, but he had never lived in it. The
ruin had come in his father's time, before he had learned to walk. He
looked at it as he passed, and his teeth clenched and his brows came
together in a straight line.

Almost at the same moment that he left his house an Englishman came
out of the Railway Hotel. He also had a gun over his shoulder, and he
took the upper road. These two men, who were to meet for the first time
that day, were destined to decide the fate of the world between
them.

As John Castellan walked past the ruined distillery, which overlooks
the beach on which the fishing boats are drawn up, he saw a couple of
duck flying seaward. He quickened his pace, and walked on until he
turned the bend of the road, at which on the right-hand side a path
leads up to a gate in the old wall, which still guards the ragged
domains of Clifden Castle. A few hundred yards away there is a little
peninsula, on which stands a house built somewhat in bungalow fashion.
The curve of the peninsula turns to the eastward, and makes a tiny bay
of almost crescent shape. In this the pair of duck settled.

John Castellan picked up a stone from the road, and threw it into
the water. As the birds rose his gun went up. His right barrel banged
and the duck fell. The drake flew landward: he fired his left barrel
and missed.

Then came a bang from the upper road, and the drake dropped. The
Englishman had killed it with a wire cartridge in his choked left
barrel.

"I wonder who the devil did that!" said Castellan, as he saw the
bird fall. "It was eighty yards if it was an inch, and that's a good
gun with a good man behind it."

The Englishman left the road to pick up the bird and then went down
the steep, stony hillside towards the shore of the silver-mouthed bay
in the hope of getting another shot farther on, for the birds were now
beginning to come over; and so it came about that he and the Irishman
met within a few yards of each other, one on either side of a low spit
of sand and shingle.

"That was a fine shot you killed the drake with," said the Irishman,
looking at the bird he was carrying by the legs in his left hand.

"A good gun, and a wire cartridge, I fancy, were mainly responsible
for his death," laughed the Englishman. "See you've got the other."

"Yes, and missed yours," said the Irishman.

The other recognised the tone as that of a man to whom failure, even
in the most insignificant matter, was hateful, and he saw a quick gleam
in his eyes which he remembered afterwards under very different
circumstances.

But it so happened that the rivalry between them which was hereafter
to have such momentous consequences was to be manifested there and then
in a fashion much more serious than the hitting or missing of a brace
of wild fowl.

Out on the smooth waters of the bay, about a quarter of a mile from
the spit on which they stood, there were two boats. One was a light
skiff, in which a girl, clad in white jersey and white flannel skirt,
with a white Tam O'Shanter pinned on her head, was sculling leisurely
towards the town. From the swing of her body, the poise of her head and
shoulders, and the smoothness with which her sculls dropped in the
water and left it, it was plain that she was a perfect mistress of the
art; wherefore the two men looked at her, and admired.

The other craft was an ordinary rowing boat, manned by three lads
out for a spree. There was no one steering and the oars were going in
and out of the water with a total disregard of time. The result was
that her course was anything but a straight line. The girl's sculls
made no noise, and the youths were talking and laughing loudly.

Suddenly the boat veered sharply towards the skiff. The Englishman
put his hands to his mouth, and yelled with all the strength of his
lungs.

"Look out, you idiots, keep off shore!"

But it was too late. The long, steady strokes were sending the skiff
pretty fast through the smooth water. The boat swerved again, hit the
skiff about midway between the stem and the rowlocks, and the next
moment the sculler was in the water. In the same moment two guns and
two ducks were flung to the ground, two jackets were torn off, two
pairs of shoes kicked away, and two men splashed into the water.
Meanwhile the sculler had dropped quietly out of the sinking skiff, and
after a glance at the two heads, one fair and the other dark, ploughing
towards her, turned on her side and began to swim slowly in their
direction so as to lessen the distance as much as possible.

The boys, horrified at what they had done, made such a frantic
effort to go to the rescue, that one of them caught a very bad crab; so
bad indeed that the consequent roll of the boat sent him headlong into
the water; and so the two others one of whom was his elder brother,
perhaps naturally left the girl to her fate, and devoted their energies
to saving their companion.

Both John Castellan and the Englishman were good swimmers, and the
race was a very close thing. Still, four hundred yards with most of
your clothes on is a task calculated to try the strongest swimmer, and,
although the student had swum almost since he could walk, his muscles
were not quite in such good form as those of the ex-athlete of
Cambridge who, six months before, had won the Thames Swimming Club
Half-mile Handicap from scratch.

Using side stroke and breast-stroke alternately they went at it
almost stroke for stroke about half a dozen yards apart, and until they
were within thirty yards or so of the third swimmer, they were
practically neck and neck, though Castellan had the advantage of what
might be called the inside track. In other words he was a little nearer
to the girl than the Englishman.

When circumstances permitted they looked at each other, but, of
course, neither of them was fool enough to waste his breath in speech.
Still, each clearly understood that the other was going to get the girl
first if he could.

So the tenth yard from the prize was reached, and then the
Englishman shook his head up an inch, filled his lungs, rolled on to
his side, and made a spurt with the reserve of strength which he had
kept for the purpose. Inch by inch he drew ahead obliquely across
Castellan's course and, less than a yard in front of him, he put his
right hand under the girl's right side.

A lovely face, beautiful even though it was splashed all over with
wet strands of dark chestnut hair, turned towards him; a pair of big
blue eyes which shone in spite of the salt water which made them blink,
looked at him; and, after a cough, a very sweet voice with just a
suspicion of Boston accent in it, said:

"Thank you so much! It was real good of you! I can swim, but I don't
think I could have got there with all these things on, and so I reckon
I owe you two gentlemen my life."

Castellan had swum round, and they took her under the arms to give
her a rest. The two boys left in the boat had managed to get an oar out
to their comrade just in time, and then haul him into the boat, which
was now about fifty yards away; so as soon as the girl had got her
breath they swam with her to the boat, and lifted her hands on to the
gunwale.

"If you wouldn't mind, sir, picking up those oars," said the
Englishman, "I will get the young lady into the boat, and then we can
row back."

Castellan gave him another look which said as plainly as words:
"Well, I suppose she's your prize for the present," and swam off for
the oars. With the eager help of the boys, who were now very frightened
and very penitent, the Englishman soon had the girl in the boat; and so
it came about that an adventure which might well have deprived America
of one of her most beautiful and brilliant heiresses, resulted in
nothing more than a ducking for two men and one girl, a wet, but
somehow not altogether unpleasant walk, and a slight chill from which
she had quite recovered the next morning.

The after consequences of that race for the rescue were of course,
quite another matter. Poke then, all unconsciously. But in the days to
come they were fulfilled in such fashion that only one man in all the
world had ever dreamed of, and that was the man who had beaten John
Castellan by a yard in the swimming race for the rescue of that
American girl from drowning.


Chapter II - NORAH'S GOOD-BYE
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THE scene had shifted back from the royal city of Potsdam to the
little coast town in Connemara. John Castellan was sitting on a corner
of his big writing-table swinging his legs to and fro, and looking a
little uncomfortable. Leaning against the wall opposite the windows,
with her hands folded behind her back, was a girl of about nineteen, an
almost perfect incarnation of the Irish girl at her best. Tall,
black-haired, black-browed, grey-eyed, perfectly-shaped, and with that
indescribable charm of feature which neither the pen nor the camera can
do justice to--Norah Castellan was facing him, her eyes gleaming and
almost black with anger, and her whole body instinct with intense
vitality.

"And so Ireland hasn't troubles enough of her own, John, that you
must bring new ones upon her, and what for? To realise a dream that was
never anything else but a dream, and to satisfy a revenge that is three
hundred years old! If that theory of yours about reincarnation is true,
you may have been a Spaniard once, but remember that you're an Irishman
now; and you're no good Irishman if you sell yourself to these
foreigners to do a thing like that, and it's your sister that's telling
you."

"And it's your brother, Norah," he replied, his black brows meeting
almost in a straight line across his forehead, "who tells you that
Ireland is going to have her independence; that the shackles of the
Saxon shall be shaken off once and for ever, even if all Europe blazes
up with war in the doing of it. I have the power and I will use it.
Spaniard or Irishman, what does it matter? I hate England and
everything English."

"Hate England, John!" said the girl. "Are you quite sure that it
isn't an Englishman that you hate?"

"Well, and what if I do? I hate all Englishmen, and I'm the first
Irishman who has ever had the power to put his hatred into acts instead
of words--and you, an Irish girl, with six generations of Irish blood
in your veins, you, to talk to me like this. What are you thinking
about, Norah? Is that what you call patriotism?"

"Patriotism!" she echoed, unclasping her hands, and holding her
right hand out towards him. "I'm as Irish as you are, and as Spanish,
too, for the matter of that, for the same blood is to the veins of both
of us. You're a scholar and a genius, and all the rest of it, I grant
you; but haven't you learned history enough to know that Ireland never
was independent, and never could be? What brought the English here
first? Four miserable provinces that called themselves kingdoms, and
all fighting against each other, and the king of one of them stole the
wife of the king of another of them, and that's how the English
came.

"I love Ireland as well as you do, John, but Ireland is not worth
setting the world swimming in blood for. You're lighting a match-box to
set the world ablaze with. It isn't Ireland only, remember. There are
Irish all over the world, millions of them, and remember how the Irish
fought in the African War. I don't mean Lynch and his traitors, but the
Dublin boys. Who were the first in and the last out--Irishmen, but they
had the sense to know that they were British first and Irish
afterwards. I tell you, you shall be shot for what you've done, and if
I wasn't the daughter of your father and mother, I'd inform against you
now."

"And if you did, Norah, you would do very little good to the Saxon
cause," replied her brother, pointing with his thumb out of one of the
windows. "You see that yacht in the bay there. Everything is on board
of her. If you went out into the street now, gave me in charge of the
constabulary, to those two men in front of the hotel there, it would
make no difference. There's nothing to be proved, no, not even if my
own sister tried to swear my life and liberty away. It would only be
that the Germans and the Russians, and the Austrians, and the rest of
them would work out my ideas instead of me working them out, and it
might be that they would make a worse use of them. You've half an hour
to give me up, if you like."

And then he began to collect the papers that were scattered about
the big drawing-table, sorting them out and folding them up and then
taking other papers and plans from the drawers and packing them into a
little black dispatch box.

"But, John, John," she said, crossing the room, and putting her hand
on his shoulder. "Don't tell me that you're going to plunge the world
in war just for this. Think of what it means--the tens of thousands of
lives that will be lost, the thousands of homes that will be made
desolate, the women who will be crying for their husbands, and the
children for their fathers, the dead men buried in graves that will
never have a name on them, and the wounded, broken men coming back to
their homes that they will never be able to keep up again, not only
here and in England, but all over Europe and perhaps in America as
well! Genius you may be; but what are you that you should bring
calamity like this upon humanity?"

"I'm an Irishman, and I hate England, and that's enough," he replied
sullenly, as he went on packing his papers.

"You hate that Englishman worse than you hate England, John."

"And I wouldn't wonder if you loved that Englishman more than you
loved Ireland, Norah," he replied, with a snarl in his voice.

"And if I did," she said, with blazing eyes and flaming checks,
"isn't England nearer to Ireland than America?"

"Geographically, perhaps, but in sentiment--"

"Sentiment! Yes, when you have finished with this bloody business of
yours that you have begun on, go you through Ireland and England and
Europe, and ask the widows and the fatherless, and the girls who kissed
their lovers 'good-bye,' and never saw them again, what they think of
that sentiment! But it's no use arguing with you now; there's your
German yacht. You're no brother of mine. You've made me sorry that we
had the same father and mother."

As she spoke, she went to the door, opened it and, before he could
reply, slammed it behind her, and went to her room to seek and find a
woman's usual relief from extreme mental tension.

John Castellan went on packing his papers, his face grey, and his
features hard-set. He loved his beautiful sister, but he thought that
he loved his country more. When he had finished he went and knocked at
her door, and said "Norah, I'm going. Won't you say 'good-bye?'"

The door was swung open, and she faced him, her face wet with tears,
her eyes glistening, and her lips twitching.

"Yes, good-bye, John," she said. "Go to your German friends; but,
when all the horrors that you are going to bring upon this country
through their help come to pass, remember you have no sister left in
Ireland. You've sold yourself, and I have no brother who is a traitor.
Good-bye!"

The door swung to and she locked it. John Castellan hesitated for a
moment or two, and then with a slow shake of his head he went away down
the stairs out into the street, and along to the little jetty where the
German yacht's boat was waiting to take him on board.

Norah had thrown herself on her bed in her locked room shedding the
first but not the last tear that John Castellan's decision was destined
to draw from women's eyes.

About half an hour later the encircling hills of the bay echoed the
shriek of a siren. She got up, looked out of the window, and saw the
white shape of the German yacht moving out towards the fringe of
islands which guard the outward bay.

"And there he goes!" she said in a voice that was almost choked with
sobs, "there he goes, my own brother, it may be taking the fate of the
world with him--yes, and on a German ship, too. He that knows every
island and creek and cove and harbour from Cape Wrath to Cape Clear--he
that's got all those inventions in his head, too, and the son of my own
father and mother, sold his country to the foreigner, thinking those
dirty Germans will keep their word with him.

"Not they, John, not they. The saints forgive me for thinking it,
but for Ireland's sake I hope that ship will never reach Germany. If it
does, we'll see the German Eagle floating over Dublin Castle before
you'll be able to haul up the Green Flag. Well, well, there it is; it's
done now, I suppose, and there's no help for it. God forgive you, John,
I don't think man ever will!"

As she said this the white yacht turned the southern point of the
inner bay, and disappeared to the southward. Norah bathed her face,
brushed out her hair, and coiled it up again; then she put on her hat
and jacket, and went out to do a little shopping.

It is perhaps a merciful provision of Providence that in this human
life of ours the course of the greatest events shall be interrupted by
the most trivial necessities of existence. Were it not for that the
inevitable might become the unendurable.

The plain fact was that Norah Castellan had some friends and
acquaintances coming to supper that evening. Her brother had left at a
few hours' notice from his foreign masters, as she called them, and
there would have to be some explanation of his absence, especially as a
friend of his, Arthur Lismore, the owner of the finest salmon streams
for twenty miles round, and a man who was quite hopelessly in love with
herself, was coming to brew the punch after the fashion of his
ancestors, and so, of course, it was necessary that there should be
nothing wanting.

Moreover, she was beginning to feel the want of some hard physical
exercise, and an hour or so in that lovely air of Connemara, which, as
those who know, say, is as soft as silk and as bright as champagne. So
she went out, and as she turned the corner round the head of the
harbour to the left towards the waterfall, almost the first person she
met was Arthur Lismore himself--a brown-faced, chestnut-haired,
blue-eyed, young giant of twenty-eight or so; as goodly a man as God
ever put His own seal upon.

His cap came off, his head bowed with that peculiar grace of
deference which no one has ever yet been able to copy from an Irishman,
and he said in the strong, and yet curiously mellow tone which you only
hear in the west of Ireland:

"Good afternoon, Miss Norah. I've heard that you're to be left alone
for a time, and that we won't see John to-night."

"Yes," she said, her eyes meeting his, "that is true. He went away
in that German yacht that left the bay less than an hour ago."

"A German yacht!" he echoed. "Well now, how stupid of me, I've been
trying to think all the afternoon what that flag was she carried when
she came in."

"The German Imperial Yacht Club," she said, "that was the ensign she
was flying, and John has gone to Germany in her."

"To Germany! John gone to Germany! But what for? Surely now--"

"Yes, to Germany, to help the Emperor to set the world on fire."

"You're not saying that, Miss Norah?"

"I am," she said, more gravely than he had ever heard her speak. "Mr
Lismore, it's a sick and sorry girl I am this afternoon. You were the
first Irishman on the top of Waggon Hill, and you'll understand what I
mean. If you have nothing better to do, perhaps you'll walk down to the
Fall with me, and I'll tell you."

"I could have nothing better to do, Norah, and it's yourself that
knows that as well as I do," he replied.

"I only wish the road was longer. And it's yourself that's sick and
sorry, is it? If it wasn't John, I'd like to get the reason out of any
other man. That's Irish, but it's true."

He turned, and they walked down the steeply sloping street for
several minutes in silence.


Chapter III - SEEN UNDER THE MOON
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IT was a few minutes after four bells on a grey morning in November
1909 that Lieutenant-Commander Francis Erskine, in command of his
Majesty's Fishery Cruiser, the Cormorant, got up on to the navigating
bridge, and, as usual, took a general squint about him, and buttoned
the top button of his oil-skin coat.

The Cormorant was just a few yards inside the three-mile limit off
Flamborough Head, and, officially, she was looking for trespassers, who
either did not fly the British flag, or flew it fraudulently. There
were plenty of foreign poachers on the rich fishing grounds to the
north and east away to the Dogger, and there were also plenty of
floating grog shops from Bremen and Hamburg, and Rotterdam and
Flushing, and a good many other places, loaded up to their decks with
liquor, whose mission was not only to sell their poison at about four
hundred per cent. profit to the British fishers on the Dogger, but also
to persuade them, at a price, to smuggle more of the said poison into
the British Islands to be made into Scotch and Irish whisky, brandy,
Hollands, gin, rum, and even green and yellow Chartreuse, or any other
alcoholic potion which simply wanted the help of the chemist to
transform potato and beet spirit into anything that would taste like
what it was called.

"Beast of a morning, Castellan," he said to his first officer, whom
he was relieving, "dirty sea, dirty sky, and not a thing to be seen.
You don't have worse weather than this even off Connemara, do you?"

"No," said Castellan, "and I've seen better; but look you, there's
the sky clearing to the east; yes, and there's Venus, herald of the
sun: and faith, she's bright, too, like a little moon, now isn't she? I
suppose it'll be a bit too early for Norah to be looking at her, won't
it?"

"Don't talk rot, man," replied the Lieutenant-Commander. "I hope
your sister hasn't finished her beauty sleep by this time."

The clouds parted still wider, making a great gap of blue-grey sky
to the eastward, as the westward bank drifted downward. The moon sent a
sudden flood of white light over their heads, which silvered the edges
of the clouds, and then turned the leaden waters into silver as it had
done to the grey of the cloud.

"She'd wake fast enough if she had a nightmare or a morning mare, or
something of that sort, and could see a thing like that," exclaimed
Castellan, gripping the Lieutenant-Commander by the shoulder with his
right hand, and pointing to the east with his left. "Look, man, look!
By all the Holy Powers, what is it? See there! Thanks for the blessed
moonlight that has shown it to us, for I'm thinking it doesn't mean any
good to old England or Ireland."

Erskine was an Englishman, and a naval officer at that, and
therefore his reply consisted of only a few words hardly fitted for
publication. The last words were, "What is it?"

"What is it?" said Castellan with a stamp of his feet on the bridge,
"what is it? Now wouldn't I like to know just as well as you would, and
don't you think the Lords of the British Admiralty would like to know a
lot better? But there's one thing I think I can tell you, it's one of
those new inventions that the British Admiralty never buy, and let go
to other countries, and what's more, as you've seen with your eyes, as
I have with mine, it came out of the water on the edge of that moonlit
piece, it flew across it, it sighted us, I suppose, it found it had
made a mistake, and it went down again. Now what do you make of
that?"

"Combination of submarine and air-ship it looks like," said Erskine,
seriously, "and if that doesn't belong to us, it's going to be fairly
dangerous. Good Lord! a thing like that might do anything with a fleet,
and whatever Power owns it may just as well have a hundred as one. Look
here, Castellan, I'm going straight into Scarborough. This is a lot
more important than the Dogger Fleet. There's the Seagull at Hull. She
can relieve us, and Franklin can take this old coffee-grinder round.
You and I are going to London as soon as we can get there. Take the
latitude, longitude, and exact time, and also the evidence of the watch
if any one of them saw it."

"You think it's as serious as that?"

"Certainly. It's one of two things. Either that thing belongs to us
or it belongs to a possible enemy. The Fleet, even to a humble fishery
cruiser, means the eyes and ears of the British Empire. If that belongs
to the Admiralty, well and good; we shall get censured for leaving the
ship; that's the risk we take. If it doesn't, the Naval Board may
possibly have the civility to thank us for telling them about it; but
in either case we are going to do our duty. Send Franklin up to the
bridge, make the course for Scarborough, get the evidence of any of the
watch who saw what we have seen, and I'll go and make the report. Then
you can countersign it, and the men can make theirs. I think that's the
best we can do."

"I think so, sir," said the Lieutenant, saluting.

The Lieutenant-Commander walked from port to starboard and starboard
to port thinking pretty hard until the navigating lieutenant came to
take charge of the bridge. Of submarines he knew a good deal. He knew
that the British navy possessed the very best type of this craft which
navigated the under-waters. He had also, of course, read the aerial
experiments which had been made by inventors of what the newspapers
called air-ships, and which he, with his hard naval common-sense,
called gasbags with motor engines slung under them. He knew the deadly
possibilities of the submarine; the flying gasbag he looked upon as gas
and not much more. The real flying machine he had considered up till a
few moments ago as a dream of the future; but a combination of
submarine and flying ship such as he and Castellan, if they had not
both been drunk or dreaming, had seen a few moments ago, was quite
another matter. The possibilities of a thing like that were absolutely
limitless, limitless for good or evil, and if it did belong to a
possible enemy of Britain, there was only one conclusion to be arrived
at--The Isle Inviolate would be inviolate no more.

Lieutenant Franklin came on to the bridge and saluted; he returned
the salute, gave the orders for changing the course, and went down to
his cabin, muttering:

"Good Lord, if that's only so. Why, half a dozen things like that
could fight a fleet, then go on gaily to tackle the forts. I wonder
whether my Lords of the Naval Council will see me to-morrow, and
believe me if they do see me."

By great good luck it happened that the Commander of the
North-eastern District had come up from Hull to Scarborough for a few
days' holiday. When he saw the Cormorant steam into the bay, he very
naturally wanted to know what was the matter, and so he went down to
the pier-head, and met the Cormorant's cutter. As Erskine came up the
steps he recognised him and saluted.

"Good-morning, sir."

"Good-morning, Erskine. What's the matter? You're a little off your
ground, aren't you? Of course, there must be a reason for it. Anything
serious?" replied the District Commander, as he held out his hand. "Ah,
good morning, Castellan. So you've both come ashore. Well, now, what is
it?"

Erskine took a rapid glance round at the promenaders who were coming
down to have a look at the cruiser, and said in a low tone:

"Yes, sir. I am afraid it is rather serious; but it is hardly the
sort of thing one could discuss here. In fact, I was taking the
responsibility of going straight to London with Castellan, to present a
report which we have drawn up to the Board of Admiralty."

The District Commander's iron-grey eyebrows lifted for the fraction
of a minute, and he said:

"H'm. Well, Erskine, I know you're not the sort of man to do that
sort of thing without pretty good reason. Come up to the hotel, both of
you, and let us go into it."

"Thank you, sir," replied Erskine. "It is really quite fortunate
that we met you here, because I think when you've seen the report you
will feel justified in giving us formal leave instead of French
leave."

"I hope so," he replied, somewhat grimly, for a rule of the Service
had been broken all to pieces, and his own sense of discipline was
sorely outraged by the knowledge that two responsible officers had left
their ship with the intention of going to London without leave.

But when he had locked the door of his sitting-room at the hotel,
and heard the amazing story which Erskine and Castellan had to tell,
and had read their report, and the evidence of the men who had also
seen the strange apparition which had leapt from the sea into the air,
and then returned to the waters, he put in a few moments of silent
thinking, and then he looked up, and said gravely:

"Well, gentlemen, I know that British naval officers and British
seamen don't see things that are not there, as the Russians did a few
years ago on the Dogger Bank. I am of course bound to believe you, and
I think they will do the same in London. You have taken a very
irregular course; but a man who is not prepared to do that at a pinch
seldom does anything else. I have seen and heard enough to convince me
for the present; and so I shall have great pleasure, in fact I shall
only be doing my duty, in giving you both leave for a week.

"I will order the Seagull up from Hull, she's about ready, and I
think I can put an Acting-Commander on board the Cormorant for the
present. Now, you will just have time for an early lunch with me, and
catch the 1.17, which will get you to town at 5.15, and you will
probably find somebody at the Admiralty then, because I know they're
working overtime. Anyhow, if you don't find Sir John Fisher there, I
should go straight to his house, if I were you; and even if you don't
see him, you'll be able to get an early appointment for to-morrow."

"That was a pretty good slice of luck meeting the noble Crocker,
wasn't it?" said Castellan, as the train began to move out of the
station, about three hours later. They had reserved a compartment in
the corridor express, and were able to talk State secrets at their
ease.

"We're inside the law now, at any rate."

"Law or no law, it was good enough to risk a court-martial for,"
said Erskine, biting off the end of a cigar. "There's no doubt about
the existence of the thing, and if it doesn't belong to us, which is a
fact that only my Lords of the Naval Council can know, it simply means,
as you must see for yourself, that the invasion of England, which has
been a naval and military impossibility for the last seven hundred
years or so, will not only become possible but comparatively easy.
There's nothing upon the waters or under them that could stand against
a thing like that."

"Oh, you're right enough there," said Castellan, speaking with his
soft West of Ireland brogue. "There's no doubt of that, and it's the
very devil. A dozen of those things would play havoc with a whole
fleet, and when the fleet's gone, or even badly hurt, what's to stop
our good friends over yonder landing two or three million men just
anywhere they choose, and doing pretty well what they like afterwards?
By the Saints, that would be a horrible thing. We've nothing on land
that could stand against them, though, of course, the boys would stand
till they fell down; but fall they would."

"Yes," said Erskine, seriously. "It wouldn't exactly be a walk over
for them, but I'm afraid there couldn't be very much doubt at the end,
if the fleet once went."

"I'm afraid not," replied Castellan, "and we can only hope that our
Lords of the Council will be of the same opinion, or, better still,
that the infernal thing we saw belongs to us."

"I hope so," said Erskine, gravely. "If it doesn't--well, I wouldn't
give half-a-crown for the biggest battleship in the British Navy."


Chapter IV - THE SHADOW OF THE TERROR


Table of Contents



BY a curious coincidence which, as events proved, was to have some
serious consequences, almost at the same moment that Commander Erskine
began to write his report on the strange vision which he and his
Lieutenant had seen, Gilbert Lennard came out of the Observatory which
Mr Ratliffe Parmenter had built on the south of the Whernside Hills in
Yorkshire.

Mr Ratliffe Parmenter had two ambitions in life, one of which he had
fulfilled. This was to pile millions upon millions by any possible
means. As he used to say to his associates in his poorer days, "You've
got to get there somehow, so get there "--and he had "got there." It is
not necessary for the purpose of the present narrative to say how he
did it. He had done it, and that is why he bought the Hill of Whernside
and about a thousand acres around it and built an Observatory on the
top with which, to use his own words, he meant to lick Creation by
seeing further into Creation than anyone else had done, and that is
just what his great reflector had enabled his astronomer to do.

When he had locked the door Lennard looked up to the eastward where
the morning star hung flashing like a huge diamond in splendid solitude
against the brightening background of the sky. His face was the face of
a man who had seen something that he would not like to describe to any
other man. His features were hard set, and there were lines in his face
which time might have drawn twenty or thirty years later. His lips made
a straight line, and his eyes, although he had hardly slept three hours
a night for as many nights, had a look in them that was not to be
accounted for by ordinary insomnia.

His work was over for the night, and, if he chose, he could go down
to the house three-quarters of a mile away and sleep for the rest of
the day, or, at any rate, until lunch time; and yet he looked another
long look at the morning star, thrust his hands down into his trousers
pockets and turned up a side path that led through the heather, and
spent the rest of the morning walking and thinking--walking slowly, and
thinking very quickly.

When he came in to breakfast at nine the next morning after he had
had a shave and a bath, Mr Parmenter said to him:

"Look here, young man, I'm old enough to be your father, and so
you'll excuse me putting it that way; if you're going along like this I
reckon I'll have to shut that Observatory down for the time being and
take you on a trip to the States to see how they're getting on with
their telescopes in the Alleghanies and the Rockies, and maybe down
South too in Peru, to that Harvard Observatory above Arequipa on the
Misti, as a sort of holiday. I asked you to come here to work, not to
wear yourself out. As I've told you before, we've got plenty of men in
the States who can sign their cheques for millions of dollars and can't
eat a dinner, to say nothing of a breakfast, and you're too young for
that.

"What's the matter? More trouble about that new comet of yours.
You've been up all night looking at it, haven't you? Of course it's all
right that you got hold of it before anybody else, but all the same I
don't want you to be worrying yourself for nothing and get laid up
before the time comes to take the glory of the discovery."

While he was speaking the door of the breakfast-room opened and
Auriole came in. She looked with a just perceptible admiration at the
man who, as it seemed to her, was beginning to show a slight stoop in
the broad shoulders and a little falling forward of the head which she
had first seen driving through the water to her rescue in the Bay of
Connemara. Her eyelids lifted a shade as she looked at him, and she
said with a half smile:

"Good morning, Mr Lennard; I am afraid you've been sacrificing
yourself a little bit too much to science. You don't seem to have had a
sleep for the last two or three nights. You've been blinding your eyes
over those tangles of figures and equations, parallaxes and cube roots
and that sort of thing. I know something about them because I had some
struggles with them myself at Vassar."

"That's about it, Auriole," said her father. "Just what I've been
saying; and I hope our friend is not going on with this kind of
business too long. Now, really, Mr Lennard, you know you must not, and
that's all there is to it."

"Oh, no, I don't think you need be frightened of anything of that
sort," said Lennard, who had considerably brightened up as Auriole
entered the room; "perhaps I may have been going a little too long
without sleep; but, you see, a man who has the great luck to discover a
new comet is something like one of the old navigators who discovered
new islands and continents. Of course you remember the story of
Columbus. When he thought he was going to find what is now the country
which has had the honour--"

"I know you're going to say something nice, Mr Lennard," interrupted
Auriole, "but breakfast is ready; here it comes. If you take my advice
you will have your coffee and something to eat and tell us the rest of
it while you're getting something that will do you good. What do you
think, Poppa?"

"Hard sense, Auriole, hard sense. Your mother used to talk just like
that, and I reckon you've got it from her. Well now, here's the food,
let's begin. I've got a hunger on me that I'd have wanted five dollars
to stop at the time when I couldn't buy a breakfast."

They sat down, Miss Auriole at the head of the table and her father
and Lennard facing each other, and for the next few minutes there was a
semi-silence which was very well employed in the commencement of one of
the most important functions of the human day.

When Mr Parmenter had got through his first cup of coffee, his two
poached eggs on toast, and was beginning on the fish, he looked across
the table and said:

"Well now, Mr Lennard, I guess you're feeling a bit better, as I do,
and so, maybe, you can tell us something new about comets."

"I certainly am feeling better," said Lennard with a glance at
Auriole, "but, you see, I've got into a state of mind which is not
unlike the physical state of the Red Indian who starves for a few days
and then takes his meals, I mean the arrears of meals, all at once.
When I have had a good long sleep, as I am going to have until
to-night, I might--in fact, I hope I shall be able to tell you
something definite about the question of the comet."

"What--the question?" echoed Mr Parmenter. "About the comet? I
didn't understand that there was any question. You have discovered it,
haven't you?"

"I have made a certain discovery, Mr Parmenter," said Lennard, with
a gravity which made Auriole raise her eyelids quickly, "but whether I
have found a comet so far unknown to astronomy or not, is quite another
matter. Thanks to that splendid instrument of yours, I have found a
something in a part of the heavens where no comet, not even a star, has
even been seen yet, and, speaking in all seriousness, I may say that
this discovery contradicts all calculations as to the orbits and
velocities of any known comet. That is what I have been thinking about
all night."

"What?" said Auriole, looking up again. "Really something quite
unknown?"

"Unknown except to the three people sitting at this table, unless
another miracle has happened--I mean such a one as happened in the case
of the discovery of Neptune which, as of course you know, Adams at
Cambridge and Le Verrier at Paris--"

"Yes, yes," said Auriole, "two men who didn't know each other; both
looked for something that couldn't be seen, and found it. If you've
done anything like that, Mr Lennard, I reckon Poppa will have good
cause to be proud of his reflector--"

"And of the man behind it," added her father. "A telescope's like a
gun; no use without a good man behind it. Well, if that's so, Mr
Lennard, this discovery of yours ought to shake the world up a
bit."

"From what I have seen so far," replied Lennard, "I have not the
slightest doubt that it will."

"And when may I see this wonderful discovery of yours, Mr Lennard,"
said Auriole, "this something which is going to be so important, this
something that no one else's eyes have seen except yours. Really, you
know, you've made me quite longing to get a sight of this stranger from
the outer wilderness of space."

"If the night is clear enough, I may hope to be able to introduce
you to the new celestial visitor about a quarter-past eleven to-night,
or to be quite accurate eleven hours, sixteen minutes and thirty-nine
seconds p.m."

"I think that's good enough, Auriole," said her father. "If the
heavens are only kind enough, we'll go up to the observatory and, as Mr
Lennard says, see something that no one else has ever seen."

"And then," laughed Auriole, "I suppose you will have achieved the
second ambition of your life. You have already piled up a bigger heap
of dollars than anybody else in the world, and by midnight you will
have seen farther into Creation than anybody else. But you will let me
have the first look, won't you?"

"Why, certainly," he replied. "As soon as Mr Lennard has got the
telescope fixed, you go first, and I reckon that won't take very
long."

"No," replied Lennard, "I've worked out the position for to-night,
and it's only a matter of winding up the clockwork and setting the
telescope. And now," he continued, rising, "if you will allow me, I
will say--well, I was going to say good-night, but of course it's good
morning--I'm going to bed."

"Will you come down to lunch, or shall I have some sent up to you?"
said Auriole.

"No, thanks. I don't think there will be any need to trouble you
about that. When I once get to sleep, I hope I shall forget all things
earthly, and heavenly too for the matter of that, until about six
o'clock, and if you will have me called then, I will be ready for
dinner."

"Certainly," replied Auriole, "and I hope you will sleep as well as
you deserve to do, after all these nights of watching."

He did sleep. He slept the sleep of a man physically and mentally
tired, in spite of the load of unspeakable anxiety which was weighing
upon his mind. For during his last night's work, he had learnt what no
other man in the world knew. He had learnt that, unless a miracle
happened, or some almost superhuman feat of ingenuity and daring was
accomplished, that day thirteen months hence would see the annihilation
of every living thing on earth, and the planet Terra converted into a
dark and lifeless orb, a wilderness drifting through space, the
blackened and desolated sepulchre of the countless millions of living
beings which now inhabited it.
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AFTER dinner Lennard excused himself, saying that he wanted to make
a few more calculations; and then he got outside and lit his pipe, and
walked up the winding path towards the observatory.

"What am I to do?" he said between his teeth. "It's a ghastly
position for a man to be placed in. Fancy--just a poor, ordinary, human
being like myself having the power of losing or saving the world in his
hands! And then, of course, there's a woman in the question--the
Eternal Feminine--even in such a colossal problem as this!

"It's mean, and I know it; but, after all, I saved her life--though,
if I hadn't reached her first, that other chap might have got her. I
love her and he loves her; there's no doubt about that, and Papa
Parmenter wants to marry her to a coronet. There's one thing certain,
Castellan shall not have her, and I love her a lot too much to see her
made My Lady This, or the Marchioness of So-and-so, just because she's
beautiful and has millions, and the other fellow, whoever he may be,
may have a coronet that probably wants re-gilding; and yet, after all,
it's only the same old story in a rather more serious form--a woman
against the world. I suppose Papa Parmenter would show me the door
to-morrow morning if I, a poor explorer of the realm of Space, dared to
tell him that I want to marry his daughter.

"And yet how miserable and trivial all these wretched distinctions
of wealth and position look now; or would look if the world only knew
and believed what I could tell it--and that reminds me--shall I tell
her, or them? Of course, I must before long; simply because in a month
or so those American fellows will be on it, and they won't have any
scruples when it comes to a matter of scare head-lines. Yes, I think it
may as well be to-night as any other time. Still, it's a pretty awful
thing for a humble individual like myself to say, especially to a girl
one happens to be very much in love with--nothing less than the
death-sentence of Humanity. Ah, well, she's got to hear it some time
and from some one, and why shouldn't she hear it now and from me?"
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