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THE FIRST CHAPTER. The Mysterious Craft–A Midnight Attack.

“SO that is the far-famed Sargasso Sea–a small ocean of weed which, it is said, no mortal has ever yet traversed! Therefore no one knows, I suppose, what may be in the middle of it! How far does it extend, Captain Warren?”

“For hundreds and hundreds of square miles, Mr. Ray. You are right as to no man knowing what’s in the middle of it, for no boat has ever succeeded in getting more than a few hundred yards from its edge. And I’ve heard that those who made the venture were hard put to it to get back again, and had reason to fear at one time that they would stick there for good and slowly starve to death!”

Raymond Lonsdale shuddered.

“I wonder,” he said, “if any poor creatures have ever suffered such a horrible fate? Do you think it likely, captain? Why,” he went on, as he looked steadily through a pair of powerful marine- glasses, “I declare it seems to me I can discern something like the shapes of vessels–old bulks! Yes, surely I can see a lot! They seem to be dotted about as far as the eye can reach! What does that mean?”

“Oh, ay; that’s so, Mr. Ray. They’re just wrecks–abandoned ships–derelicts! I’ve heard that they all drift here sooner or later if they’re abandoned anywhere in the Atlantic and don’t sink; and in course o’ time they seem to get sucked further and further into the weed. And that’s been going on for hundreds–perhaps thousands–of years, so scientific folk say; and somebody has reckoned up that there must be old hulks enough tangled up in that weed to supply the world with firewood for a hundred years! A regular ship’s graveyard–that’s what it is! You can get a good view now, because just here one can venture to get closer to it than one can with safety at other points. There’s good anchorage here, though the fact isn’t generally known amongst navigators. But I’ve been here before, so I know.”

“I’ve heard,” Ray observed, “that there are old Spanish galleons there even at the present day; and I once read a story about a fellow who managed to board one, and got a lot of treasure out of her. I wonder if that yarn is true?”

“Rats! Don’t you believe any such tales as that, Mr. Ray! There are a good many yarns and legends floating about concerning this region. I’ve heard that some believe that if we could penetrate to the centre we should very likely find there an island–a part of the once great island of Atlantis!”

“Yes; I’ve heard something of the kind. I suppose, as you say, such ideas are merely fanciful yarns or legends, but recently–quite lately–other and newer stories have been put about which have an ugly sound. It is said that vessels have mysteriously disappeared in this neighbourhood and have never been heard of again. Have you heard anything of it?”

“Ay; I’ve heard some rubbish of the kind, but I don’t believe a word of it. I’ve been in these waters before, as I’ve said, and the only danger I know of is that if you’re not careful you may get your propeller tangled up with weed, and have the deuce and all of a bother to get it free again.”

And with that Captain Warren, a tanned, grizzled, tough old veteran of the sea, turned and went forward to interview one of the hands who had come under his displeasure; while the youth he had been talking to remained looking dreamily out over the miles and miles of desolate tangled weed which, in one direction, extended to the distant horizon. It interested him to scan the lonely, battered hulks slowly rotting in the midst of it, and speculate upon what their histories might have been.

He was a good-looking English lad, with broad shoulders and sturdy muscular limbs, which told of athletic training, and a sun-browned face and general gait which suggested experience of the sea, and of an outdoor life generally. And so it had been with Raymond Lonsdale. He had seen a good deal of knocking about the sea, having lived much of his time on board the “Kestrel”–the vessel he was then on–a steam yacht belonging to his father.

He had seen some lively adventures on board that boat, too, for his father had taken sides in some of the civil wars that break out with tolerable regularity amongst the restless South American States.

The present occasion, however, was the first on which Ray had been out in the yacht without his parent. Mr. Lonsdale, senior, had been called away inland, and had sent his son to sea partly on a pleasure cruise, and partly to keep the yacht, with her warlike stores and fittings, beyond the reach of prying eves.

They were to anchor that night at that particular spot in order to meet next day another boat which would probably bring them letters and instructions. When night fell, therefore, the vessel was riding easily at anchor in a calm sea, and a few hours later found her with all her crew asleep, save one man, left as watch on deck.

Save also Raymond. He could not sleep, and about midnight he went silently up on deck and seated himself in the shadow of an awning that was stretched across the deck. He crept up quietly, because he did not like the man who was on watch, and did not wish to be bothered by any observations or conversation with him. It was a hot, oppressive night down below, but on deck there was a little air, and a moon about half-full peeped down now and again between fleecy clouds, lighting up a scene that to Raymond seemed curiously weird and fascinating.

He could not help recalling some of the tales about the region that their captain had referred to in his talk. He let his thoughts run upon all sorts of fanciful ideas. He wondered if the lost island of Atlantis had really ever existed there, and, if so, what curious outlandish sort of vessels their ancient ships would have been. Then his thoughts wandered to the old Spanish galleons which undoubtedly used to sail those seas, and many of which, ’twas said, were still to be found, if one could only get at them, rotting slowly, jealously kept from sinking by the tenacious grip of the slimy masses of interlacing weed.

In his fanciful imaginings, he could almost believe yonder dark shadow to be an ancient galley or state barge. Eh! What–what was that dark shadow creeping towards the yacht so stealthily, so silently?

Ray rubbed his eyes and looked again. The moon had become veiled by some thick clouds, and everything around had grown dim and shadowy.

But Ray’s mind worked rapidly. Something was certainly approaching the yacht in a silent, suspicious manner. What did it mean? And the watch? Why had he made no sign of having seen it? Was he asleep?

Ray’s mind was quickly made up. There might be nothing in it; but he was not going to give a chance to a possible enemy to catch them napping.

As silently as he had crept on deck he now stole back again, and quietly woke Captain Warren and told him the position.


The skipper, used to alarms, always had everything ready for an emergency, and in a few minutes had made his arrangements without even the man on deck becoming aware that anyone was awake on board but himself.

Then, mounting softly to the deck, Warren and Ray looked out from under the awning. The moon was still obscured, but there was no longer room for doubt.

A curious sort of craft was creeping up to the yacht–a great black galley-shaped affair, in design unlike anything the experienced skipper had ever set eyes on out of a museum. In some respects it resembled a great barge, but in others it might have been likened to the pictures one sees of the ancient ships of Greece or Rome propelled by two or three banks of rowers.

Long sweeps sunk, without sound, into the water, and rose dripping, but noiseless, with methodical swing; but so ghostlike was the whole affair that Ray caught himself debating whether what they saw was really an actual vessel filled with living people, or a visionary phantom, tenanted by shades of the dead.

But the practical-minded skipper had no such idea, doubts or speculations. He looked keenly at the advancing craft, and then his voice rang out clear and sharp and determined:

“Boat ahoy, there! Who are you? What d’ye want?”

No answer came from the ghostly vessel, which came on as steadily and noiselessly as before.

At the moment the captain’s hail was heard the man who was supposed to be watching, but who was either asleep or pretending to be, had to be roughly seized by a couple of men, who had stolen up behind him and promptly bound him there and then.

“Take him below and put him in irons!” said the captain sternly. “I will deal with him to-morrow!”

And the fellow was unceremoniously bundled below.

“Boat ahoy!” sang out the captain’s voice again. “No nonsense, you lubbers! Stop, or I will fire upon you!”

Still no answer; but the slow, heavy strokes of the long, black sweeps were perceptibly quickened.

Captain Warren hesitated no longer. He put a whistle to his mouth and blew a quick, shrill blast.

Instantly a small but businesslike-looking cannon made its appearance through what had appeared to be only an ordinary port- window, and the next moment there was a booming report, and a shot whizzed over the deck of the stranger.

Still she came on. Then there was heard another whistle, which was followed by another shot; and this time it did not fly overhead, but went crashing through the side of the strange craft, landing, apparently, amongst those who were handling the sweeps, and, for a minute or two, they fell into evident confusion.

But at the same time the hitherto silent vessel became alive with men. There were shouts in an unknown language; there was much rattling of arms and clanking of steel, and then a flight of arrows fell, some with a clatter upon the deck of the yacht, some against her sides, or passed overhead into the sea beyond.

“What in thunder does this mean?” exclaimed the captain, at this most unlooked for demonstration. “Who are these people who’ve come to fight us with bows and arrows?”

“What an extraordinary affair!” said Ray. “See, they have breastplates and spears, and suchlike arms; but no guns or pistols, it seems.”

However, just then, as if in answer to what he had said, and to show that he was mistaken, there came a few straggling shots from firearms; but the bullets flew wide and no harm was done.

“This is getting serious,” Warren now declared, “If we don’t stop ’em they’ll be alongside directly, and if they board us we shall have a job to throw ’em off, for there’s a big swarm of the varmints.”

He blew three sharp blasts upon his whistle, and in a moment the deck of the yacht was full of men. It seemed like a conjuring trick; and it was wonderful where they sprang from. They crowded along the bulwark, and a moment later poured a volley from their rifles into the crowded deck of the stranger.

At the same time the cannon boomed out again, and above the general din could be heard the grinding rattle of a Maxim gun. Then Warren sounded the cease fire, for it was clear that the fight was over. The stranger’s crew saw that they had caught a tartar in this innocent-looking yacht, and were now only anxious to get away as quickly as possible.

Warren would have liked to follow them if only to find out who they were and what it all meant; but he had not steam up, and in any case to have captured the vessel it would probably have been necessary to engage in a terrible fight. So he reluctantly decided to let his unknown enemies go, and content himself with wondering and puzzling about the problem of their strange proceedings as best he could.

Just then Ray, who was alongside him, engaged in watching the retreating foe, caught sight of a dark form in the water evidently swimming towards the yacht. Others saw it too, and some were about to fire at it, but he stopped them.

“Let the poor fellow alone,” he cried. “He is but one and cannot hurt us!”

“That’s so,” Warren assented. “Besides, if we get the beggar aboard he might tell us what the deuce this little excursion of his people may happen to mean!”

But those on the strange craft also saw the swimmer, and, no doubt, looking on him as a deserter, began shooting at him, and arrows fell near him for he suddenly threw up his arms as if in pain. Then his voice was heard calling for help.

“Help, Britishers, help!” he cried, “I am one of you! I was a prisoner over there! Save me! Save your own countryman!”

“He is a Britisher and a prisoner,” cried Ray, “we must save him!” And ere anyone could say a word or interfere to prevent him he had plunged overboard and was swimming to the assistance of the stranger, regardless of the arrows, now mingled with a few bullets, which were falling around him.




THE SECOND CHAPTER. The Rescued Stranger Tells an Extraordinary Story.

FOR a minute or two the fight raged afresh, for the enemy’s vessel paused in her retreat to pour a shower of arrows upon the wounded swimmer and his rescuer, while the crew of the yacht, without waiting for express orders, opened fire in a manner which quickly produced its intended effect. Loud cries and shrieks from the strange craft’s crowded deck told of the execution that was effected, the rain of arrows ceased and once more the enemy retreated.

Meantime, Warren had ordered a boat to be lowered, and springing into it himself, he pushed off with a willing crew to help Ray in his plucky effort to save the wounded swimmer. The rescuers were just in time, for just as Ray had reached the stranger an arrow grazed his head, half-stunning him for the moment, so that he was on the point of sinking along with the one he had come to save. The two were lifted into the boat, taken on board and carefully tended by anxious friends and the ship’s doctor. Ray was soon all right again, but the one he had rescued was some hours before he had recovered sufficiently to give an account of himself.

Then he told an extraordinary story.

His name, he said, was Peter Newlyn, and he and a younger brother had been on the way to seek their fortune in the Argentine, when the “Sunflower,” the vessel in which they were making the voyage, had been caught and badly knocked about in a hurricane. When the wind had moderated they found themselves on the very edge of the Sargasso Sea–in fact, just about where the “Kestrel” then was, and the captain, hearing from a man on board who said he knew the ground, that there was good anchorage there, resolved to make a halt for a short time to repair damages. In the night they were attacked, just as the yacht had been, by the “Black Galley,” as he called the vessel, and being taken by surprise, and having no arms on board save a revolver belonging to the skipper, they had fallen an easy prey. The captain, the first mate, and one or two others had been killed, and the rest, including himself and his brother had been carried off prisoners, and since had been treated by their captors as slaves. And they had been kept in this condition for a matter of two years.

“I was chained to the oar as a galley-slave,” Newlyn declared, “and but that your shot freed me, I should now have been rowing these pirates back to their fastness under the lash of their whips; for we rowers were treated just like the slaves of old who were fastened to their oars and whipped to make them work faster.” And he showed the scars left by the whip and by the irons by which he had been fastened.

“Your shot came crashing into the midst of us,” he continued, “and injured several, put out our one lamp, and created great terror and panic. But providentially it set me free, and in the darkness and confusion I made my way to the side and leaped overboard.”

“But where is the fastness, as you call it, of these people?” asked Captain Warren much mystified. “It sounds to me a very strange tale, and,” he added bluntly, “If I hadn’t myself seen what I have, I couldn’t have believed it!”

“I can well understand that,” was the reply, given with something like a sigh, “but there is stranger yet to come; and the rest is strange, so incredible, that I have had my fears whether I shall be able to convince you of its truth. Yet I am most anxious to do so because I want to enlist your sympathy and aid on behalf of my brother who is still a prisoner there, and whose lot, poor lad, is even worse than my own has been. Now you, with your vessel armed as I see she is–”
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