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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.
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