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Chapter 1
Mrs. Thornton Gives A Dance


It was on one of the hottest nights of that unusually hot
September that Mrs. Thornton gave a dance. The moist, lifeless air
enveloped the earth like a heavy cloak and even the carefully
shaded lights failed to conceal the lines of heat-weariness in the
jaded faces of the guests. To Evelyn Thornton, in whose honour the
affair was ostensibly held, the feverish rooms presently became
unbearable, and abandoning the arduous duties of hostess to her
mother and her younger and more energetic sister Mabel, she took
refuge in the darkness of the small easterly veranda overlooking
the beach. Light mist wreaths dimmed the splendid moonlight and
gave a ghostly quality to the scene which transformed the
indistinct line of the breakwater and its lighthouse into a monster
of gigantic dimensions, gazing seaward with a baleful blood-red
eye, and made of the commonplace tramp steamer labouring southward
down the coast a veritable Flying Dutchman.

"Oh, bother!" exclaimed Evelyn crossly; "I do believe that it's
hotter out here than it is inside."

"That's merely the illogicalness of overwrought sensibilities,
my dear girl," replied a voice, seemingly at her very elbow; "I
think you'll find if you stay out here —"

"Of course that isn't what I meant exactly," the girl corrected
herself hastily. "What I meant was— now I know you're laughing at
me!" For the Captain's broad smile, which he had successfully
managed to conceal in the darkness, had given way to unmistakably
mirthful symptoms.

"Please forgive me," he begged, as soon as he could regain his
composure. "I've heard I don't know how many girls try to describe
Jim offhand and I must say that most of them didn't even get as far
as you did."

"He is an awfully baffling sort of an individual to analyse,"
agreed Evelyn, mollified. "Please tell me what you think he
is."

"Isn't what you mean," said the Captain after a slight
hesitation, "that although he's the kind of person you can always
depend upon you feel that under his ordinary manner there's a power
and force of character that you're conscious is there but have
never seen because the proper circumstances have never arisen to
call it forth?"

"Perhaps you're right," she returned thoughtfully. "But when
all's said and done, I can't help thinking of Jimmy as a man that
very few girls would ever dream of falling in love with, but any
girl would be fortunate to have for a friend. Now don't run right
off and tell him that," she added hastily. "I don't suppose I
really should have said it. But it's impossible for me to regard
you as an absolute stranger after hearing Jimmy sing your praises
so often. I imagine it's poor diplomacy to admit it, but for a long
time I've had the most overpowering curiosity to find out what you
were like and" — with some hesitation— "why you ever adopted your
present profession."

"You consider it such a strange one for a man to take up?" asked
the Captain.

"For a man with the intellectual gifts that Jimmy says you
have—yes."

"Then you believe I'd be of more use to humanity in the literary
field or something of that kind than as an officer of the
International Police?"

"I've often wondered," said Evelyn, with apparent irrelevance,
"just what use the International Police were to the human race
anyhow."

"I suppose you know what the men rather irreverently call the
'Police Creed,'" replied the Captain—"'To preserve the integrity of
the civilised world; to uphold International treaties and
agreements; to protect trade routes and lines of communication
between the nations; to guard International peace and welfare.'
Aren't those matters of some importance to humanity?"

"I never heard that before," said the girl. "Yes, those things
are all essential. But does it require such an expensive army and
navy to secure them? Since the War of the Nations there's hardly
been a ripple on the surface of the world's peace and I don't
believe there ever will be in the future. Humanity learned its
lesson then and it isn't likely to forget it. At least, you won't
find many thinking people who will admit the possibility of any
disturbance arising in years to come of sufficient magnitude to
justify the maintenance of so large a force as the International
Police. The world is too well satisfied with the benefits of peace
and progress to ever want to interrupt them."

"That sounds like my old friend Doctor Everard," remarked the
Captain with some amusement. "Did you study under him at
Vassar?"

"It is Doctor Everard," admitted Evelyn, flushing slightly. "But
I thoroughly believe in what he says, and I don't think I'm the
only one."

"No," said the Captain, "you're not—unfortunately."

"Why 'unfortunately'? Do you believe there'll ever be another
war?"

"Yes," he replied quietly, "I do."

"But the civilised nations—"

"I wasn't talking about the civilised nations necessarily."

"Well," said Evelyn meditatively, "you know what Doctor Everard
says about the Eastern situation. 'By no flight of the imagination
whatsoever can we conclude that the Oriental nations can ever
constitute a menace to the civilised, Christian world. Even were
they capable of threatening us by their power and organisation, the
rapid advances that civilisation and Christianity are making
throughout the Far East, the recognition of the substantial
material benefits that peace and concord bring by the educated
classes of the Oriental world, and the enormous potential power of
the western nations would check any tendency to disturb present
conditions even if the International Federation had no armed force
whatever at its disposal.'"

The Captain made a gesture of humorous helplessness. "I never
attempt to argue with a disciple of Everard," he said. "He's too
plausible."

"Naturally," returned the girl in a satisfied tone, "because you
can't. That's just the way with all you horrid old pessimists. You
hint at awful impending disasters of all kinds, but you haven't got
a single sound argument to back your statements up with."

"I sincerely trust you are right," said the Captain soberly.
"But it's just because I'm not satisfied in my own mind that you
and Everard and the rest that think as you do are right, that I'm
holding to my present job."

"Of course," agreed Evelyn a little stiffly. "Every one's
entitled to his or her own opinion."

"Just so," assented the Captain, and catching the note of
irritation in her voice, hastened to change the subject. "And
speaking of the East in general, isn't that moonlight the most
glorious thing you ever saw?"

A light breeze had sprung up while they were talking, and blown
the thin haze aside and the round circle of the moon now poured a
path of splendour across the water to their very feet. The Captain
arose and moved to the low railing of the veranda, where he stood
drinking in the grateful breeze in long breaths. Evelyn came to his
side and followed his gaze out over the gently heaving ocean.

"It isn't going to last long," she said, pointing to the
horizon, where a narrow bank of black cloud glowed at long
intervals with the dull illumination of distant lightning.

"It reminds me a little of the subject of our talk," said the
Captain thoughtfully. "This beautiful, peaceful moonlight night
with that storm cloud piling up slowly off there where only a few
people notice it now. And plenty of people won't see it until it's
too late."

In spite of herself, Evelyn shivered slightly. She felt
disturbed and uncomfortable and half angry with her companion for
the unaccountable manner in which his words had upset her
composure. She was about to suggest that they return to the
ballroom, when a sudden burst of merriment stopped her, which was
followed an instant later by the precipitate entrance of Jimmy
Merriam and her sister Mabel upon the veranda.

"Every one's busy having a good time in there," explained the
younger girl, replacing a stray strand of her dark hair with a
gesture wholly feminine and correspondingly alluring, "so they
don't need us any more and Jimmy and I are going out in the motor
boat for a little while. Better come along and be chaperon or
Jimmy'll be proposing to me again. He's done it five times already
this evening."

"She said she'd never experienced the pleasure of rejecting any
one," said Merriam with a good-natured smile, "so I thought it
would be a shame to have her miss any fun if I could give it to
her."

Mabel Thornton laughed again and gave her escort a friendly pat
on his plump shoulder. She possessed what her sister lacked to a
great extent—a keen sense of humour, which often made her both the
despair and admiration of the more serious Evelyn.

"Do you think it's safe with that storm coming up?" asked the
Captain.

Merriam turned a weather eye on the distant cloud bank and
studied it for a few seconds in silence.

"That won't arrive for a couple of hours yet," he said finally.
"We'll just run around inside the breakwater for a while and scoot
for home when it gets close."

"I'll take your word for it," said the Captain. "You're the
nautical member of the party. Shall I get your cloak, Miss
Thornton?"

"I think Mabs has it," returned Evelyn. "Thank you—" as the
Captain adjusted the garment about her shoulders.

It was only a step to the boathouse and the party were soon
slipping easily over the long swells as the swift little craft
headed for the steady red glare on the end of the breakwater.
Evelyn and the Captain sat silently in the stern, drinking in the
glory of the night, while at the steering wheel Mabel and Jimmy
discussed affairs in low tones. Intent on the pleasure of the
moment, they scarcely noticed that the breakwater had been left
astern and it was not until the breeze suddenly died away that
Merriam, looking up, noticed that the cloud bank had enlarged until
it now covered nearly half the sky. He rapidly spun the wheel and
the obedient little cockle-shell careened as she turned and headed
back at full speed for the far-off shore line.

"We've plenty of time to make it," he observed reassuringly, as
they shot past the red beacon on the breakwater. "Is it all right
to cut straight across, Mabs?"

"I don't believe I would, Jim," she advised. "There isn't an
awful lot of water over those shoals and the tide's still running
out."

Merriam glanced at the clouds, now rapidly mounting towards the
brilliant moon and then out across the level expanse in front of
him.

"I guess I'll chance it," he said, as the wheel turned in his
hands. "There ought to be three feet at dead low water and this
boat could run in a gutter without hitting anything."

They sped on for some moments in silence.

"Jim," said Mabel anxiously. "I'd keep further out if I were
you. There's a good deal too much weed around here for
comfort."

"Don't you worry, young lady," returned the helmsman. "We're
practically across now—"

A splintering concussion tore them from their seats. The light
boat almost stopped, jumped forward again, and finally came to
rest, her propeller grinding helplessly on the hard rock that held
her. Merriam, with undisturbed presence of mind, shut off the
motor.

"Well," observed Mabel, breaking the silence, "you've done it
now."

Evelyn and the Captain came forward. "She's leaking pretty badly
in the stern," the latter explained.

"I don't think there's much danger of sinking," said Mabel
rather grimly, "if that's any consolation to us."

"It isn't that," said Merriam. "Look there!" He pointed upward.
"In five minutes more it'll be dark as the inside of your hat. I
can think without any effort at all of half-a-dozen places I'd
rather be in than this boat when that squall breaks."

"It don't look very far to shore," the Captain suggested.

"It's not," Mabel agreed. "But most of the way you'll have
fifteen feet of water under you. Eve can't swim any too well and we
neither of us can do much in these clothes. Besides, the storm's
pretty sure to break when we're about halfway over."

Merriam kicked off his pumps rapidly and began tugging at the
collar of his dress shirt.

"You'd better come with me, Mabs," he ordered briefly. "I'm not
as good a swimmer as Les and you can swim better than Eve. It's our
only chance and if we don't hurry, it won't be even that much."

Evelyn, confused by the sudden rush of events, did not notice
that the Captain had quickly followed his friend's example. But now
he stood before her on the treacherous ledge, clad only in his
shirt and trousers, the water up to his ankles. She understood the
silent command in his eyes and giving him her hands, stepped over
the low gunwale of the boat into the warm water. He grasped her
firmly by the arm and led her forward into the gathering darkness.
Once he called to the pair ahead, "Does it go off suddenly?"

And when the answer came back, "No, it shelves off," he said to
her, "When we get into deeper water, do you think you could get rid
of your skirt?"

She shook her head mutely and trembled very much as she felt the
wet caress of the water rise to her knees, then to her waist, then
to her breast. Then the Captain stopped and she heard his voice,
quiet and steady, in her ear. "Put your hand on my shoulder and
hold tight. Whatever happens, don't try to get your arms around my
neck. You understand?"

She was too frightened to reply, but her silence seemed to
satisfy him. She felt him draw her hand over his shoulder and her
fingers instinctively gripped the folds of his shirt. Then her feet
were lifted off the rocky floor of the reef, and she floated
helplessly on the black void.

At that instant, the storm broke.










Chapter 2
The Men Who Rule The World


LONDON. A high, vaulted room into which the daylight streams
through many tall, pointed windows. The bare stone walls are
wainscotted halfway up and on the dark woodwork hang many
paintings, all depicting events connected with the founding of the
International Federation. There is the "Signing of the Treaty of
Geneva" by Fortier, the obscure French artist, who became famous in
a single day. There is Hartmann's celebrated group of the "First
Commissioners of the Federation." There is even that much-discussed
picture "The Peace of Berlin" by an unknown hand, which brought
ever-increasing sums at the sales until Greene, the American
capitalist, presented it to the High Commission. At one end of the
long hall, over the great bronze doors, Commerce gazes with stony
eyes at the scene below. At the other end, Justice and Peace stand
on either side of the huge fireplace. Over the fireplace itself are
the arms of the Federation in hammered steel taken from the last
gun to be fired in the War of the Nations.

Down the centre of the hall runs a long table of polished
mahogany at which are seated twenty-five men. To the careful
observer, their faces are of much interest, for among them can be
seen the lofty forehead of the thinker and the keen eyes of the man
of affairs, the placid countenance of the dreamer and the furrowed
features of the scientist, the baffling mask of the diplomat and
the firm, set mouth of one accustomed to command. Every race is
represented here, from the fairest of the Saxons to the darkest of
the Latins, for these are the High Commissioners of the
International Federation of civilised nations — the men who rule
the world.

If the reader were familiar with the usual calm which presided
over the meetings of this august assemblage, he could not fail to
observe that today a spirit of restlessness seemed to pervade the
gathering. Only the voice of the President, an iron-grey man of
over seventy years, continued calm and unhurried through the
routine business of the day. Presently when the mass of papers at
the upper end of the long table had melted away to a few scattered
sheets, a watchful secretary deposited a small pile of documents
before the President and a slight stir ran through the throng as
though an event long waited for had arrived.

"We have now to consider, gentlemen," went on the steady voice;
"the question of reducing the body known as the International
Police, which, as you are aware, is the active agent of this
Commission and of the International Federation. A referendum has
been held in six of the most powerful members of the Federation, to
wit: Great Britain, the United States of America, France, Prussia,
the South American Confederation, and Russia, recommending for our
consideration and report this important matter." He paused for an
instant as if considering what his next words were to be, and
several of the Commissioners shifted uneasily in their chairs. "It
is known to you all," resumed the President, "that we have no power
to enforce our decisions upon the nations. We can only deliberate
upon the matters brought to our attention and recommend a certain
course of action resulting from these deliberations. It is also
known to you that in no recorded instance have the nations which we
represent failed to accept our recommendations."

A little ripple of excitement was plainly evident among the
Commissioners. Feet moved upon the floor and glances were
exchanged, for since the early days of the Commission no presiding
officer had ever spoken thus. The President's words seemed to
heighten the gravity of the event and increase the tremendous
burden of responsibility, which each man felt upon him, thirty
fold. But the President had taken up the topmost of the pile of
papers in front of him and was continuing in his usual, unhurried
tone.

"I have here," he said, "a memorandum of the present strength of
the International Police, as provided for in the Constitution of
the Federation. It is not necessary for me to refer to this in
detail, since the complete report of the Police General Staff is
accessible to each one of you. In view, however, of the discussion
upon which we are about to embark, I will remind you that the
Military Division numbers about 800,000 officers and men, including
all branches of the service, and the Naval Division has in its
first line some thirty-eight first-class and ten second-class
battleships, and in addition, a large fleet of first, second, and
third-class cruisers, destroyers, and submarines and the necessary
auxiliary and supply ships." The President laid the paper at one
side and took up another.

"The suggestions contained in the referendums of the six powers
mentioned," he resumed, "are too varied to furnish an accurate
guide to the desire of the world at large. The United States wishes
an arbitrary reduction made to half the present strength within a
year's time. Great Britain suggests a gradual reduction extending
over a number of years and eliminating, in all, about one-third of
the present force. Prussia submits a detailed plan for
reorganisation on a much smaller basis, but leaves the method of
bringing this about to the judgment of this Commission. The other
plans present even greater differences."

He pushed the mass of papers away and leaned back in his
chair.

"The important point for us to consider at this time," he
continued," is whether or not a reduction of any nature is
advisable. Gentlemen, the matter is now open for discussion."

There was an interval of silence after the President had spoken
the formal words which opened the deliberations of the Commission
on any question. A feeling of tension was in the air which, to the
unenlightened observer, would appear greater than even a subject of
so much importance warranted, and each man looked at his neighbour
as if striving to see who had the courage to take the initiative.
In the dead stillness of the Council Hall, the tramp of the sentry
on the walk below the windows could be plainly heard. Suddenly a
slight, dark man, seated near the centre of the long table,
arose.

"Your Excellency," he began, bowing to the President, "and
fellow-members of the High Commission, it is true that for very
many years this strong force of which we have the direction has
been for the most part idle. Now people complain, and with much
justice, that to keep this great, idle force efficient there is a
drain upon the nations of money and men that could be put to better
uses. The world points backward to the long, peaceful years since
the War of the Nations. 'We have had no need of these many ships
and these many men in the past,' says the world, 'why should they
continue to burden us? Peace breeds peace. Education,
enlightenment, the teachings of our religion, with their rapid
strides are swiftly sweeping away the last remnants of opposition
to the great mission of our Federation. If we have had peace in the
past, can we not all the more surely trust in its continuance for
all time?' Thus speaks the world. Am I not right, fellow-members of
the High Commission?"

He looked about him as if appealing for support and more than
one head in the assembly nodded assent.

"Now hear me!" resumed the Italian, leaning forward on the table
and speaking with more vehemence, "I have given you the voice of
the world and I say that that voice is wrong! Do you believe that
this building, because it has stood for so many years, will stand
forever? No, my friends, we do not. The weather will wear it away
little by little and unless we constantly guard it and constantly
renew it, it will some day fall. So we must constantly guard and
constantly renew the strength of our great Federation, or it too
will fall and carry with it the last hope of the human race. Do you
believe because for so many years the western world has lived in
harmony and accord that the fierce and terrible ambition of race
and race rule is dead? Ah, my friends, if you trust in this you are
blind — blind — blind! Countless millions who do not share our
dreams and are not of our religion of love grow greedy of our
wealth and power. They say that with wealth and power we will grow
overconfident and careless in our seeming security and when the
hour of our weakness comes, they will be ready. My friends," he
stretched out his hands appealingly, "I do not plead with you for
mere ships and men, but I do beseech you not to betray the
guardianship of the world which the world has placed in your hands.
The world has chosen us from many millions to watch over it,
because it trusts us better than it can trust itself. The hour of
our weakness is at hand. Pray God we see it in time!"

Once more a subdued rustle was heard and again glances were
exchanged, but the grey President sat motionless and only his eyes
searched keenly among the faces grouped about the table. Another
man rose slowly to his feet, a man with snow-white hair, but whose
lean, hard features showed none of the weakness expected from his
many years.

"Your Excellency and gentleman," he said, "this is too important
a matter to leave to the guidance of mere conviction, however
sincere that may be. We must consider the facts of the case and the
facts alone if we are to arrive at any sane conclusion — or any
safe one," he added as an afterthought. "For many years we have
heard of the supposed menace of the Eastern races and it is a
popular belief that our splendid International Police has been kept
at its present strength in deference to this world-wide
superstition. In fact, I do not doubt that this belief has been
shared by many of you. Let us see, now, in just what this supposed
danger consists. Since the founding of our federation, we have had
treaties with China, Japan, and the Mohammedan countries by the
terms of which our teachers, our missionaries, and our industrial
representatives have been free to come and go in the nations of the
orient, carrying the benefits of our civilisation to all who would
accept them. At present the different nations of our Federation
have established over fifty colleges where the higher branches of
learning are taught in the Chinese Republic alone, besides schools
without number. Our missionaries report nearly a third of the
entire population converted to the doctrines of Christianity. Our
business houses have branches and connections throughout the East.
The detailed facts will be placed before you in the complete report
of this session. Even more to the point is a letter recently
received by me from a high dignitary of the Chinese Republic. In
substance, this is as follows: 'The benefits we have received from
the International Federation are so great and wide-spread that they
are recognised not only by the more enlightened classes of the
Republic, but by the common folk as well. We are doing our best to
imitate, but we must struggle constantly against the forces of
bigotry and superstition. But the time will come, and I believe
that it is not far off, when China will be ready to join her sister
nations of the western world.' My observations are not confined to
China alone. You will find in the statistics I have prepared that
similar conditions exist in all the other nations outside of the
Federation. I do not wish at this time to make any definite
proposal for decreasing or maintaining our International Police. I
wish merely to say that if we have kept up this huge armament to
protect us from a visionary storm cloud in the East, we have been
carrying a useless weight for many years."

There was a deep-toned assent from the other side of the table.
"I also," said the Prussian representative, "I haf myself prepared
figures which all this will prove."

Many other Commissioners spoke at more or less length, some
taking one side of the question, some the other, but as the session
wore on it was easy to see that the alarmists were losing in
strength. The sunset glow faded from the tall windows long before
the last speaker had finished and the hall shone with the many
cunningly hidden electrics when the President spoke the final words
which dissolved the Commission for the day.

"You will be furnished, gentlemen," he said, shading his tired
eyes with his heavy hand; "with a full report of the session,
including all the facts and figures cited, as usual. You will study
this at your leisure and be prepared to vote upon the question
thirty days from today. This is the extreme limit granted to us
under the Constitution of the Federation. If a majority at any time
desire that the matter be brought before a meeting of the
Commission for further discussion, this will be granted. The
session is closed."

A golden chime pealed through the hall and the great bronze
doors opened, revealing a double line of men in the grey-green
uniforms of the International Police standing with the immobility
of the stone statues in the Council Chamber. The Commissioners
thronged out hurriedly, passing between the lines of the Police,
who presented arms with a single rattle of their rifles, and when
the last man had passed, broke into column and tramped resoundingly
down the corridor. Only the grey President remained motionless in
his chair after the others had gone and standing at a little
distance, respectfully waiting, the Italian who had made the
opening speech of the session. When the noise in the corridor had
died away, the President stirred and addressed the waiting
Commissioner. "You wish to speak with me, Signor?"

"I wished to ask, your Excellency," exclaimed the Italian
impulsively, "if you favoured this horrible crime against
civilisation which the High Commission in its unaccountable
blindness seems determined to perpetrate?"

"It is not permitted to me under the Constitution," said the
President evenly, "to show favour or disfavour. My duty is to guide
the machinery of the High Commission — nothing more."

"But at least, your Excellency," urged the other, "one may have
an opinion. That is a right allowed by nature to every human being
and even the Constitution of the International Federation cannot
take it away."

"To have an opinion is permitted — yes," returned the President,
"but to express such an opinion to any member of the High
Commission — no!"

The Italian half turned away with a helpless gesture of his
thin, nervous hands. For several seconds he stood hesitating, while
all the while the keen eyes of the grey old man in the lofty chair
studied his dark, expressive features. Suddenly he raised his head
proudly, the light of his conviction shining in his eyes.

"Hear me, your Excellency," he began, "I was but a child when
the War of the Nations tore my unhappy country from end to end. All
that I held most dear was swept away in that awful turmoil, and for
long years thereafter I with my fellow-countrymen remained crushed
to the earth without help and without hope. Then a dream came to me
in the darkness wherein I lay — the dream of a world united in the
bonds of an everlasting peace — the dream of great nations putting
the sword from their hands and joining surely and firmly in an
irresistible march towards a higher civilisation than the earth had
yet beheld. When the first faint whisper of the formation of an
International Federation reached my ears, I hailed it as the first
great proof that my dream would be fulfilled. With this assurance
burning like a sacred fire in my breast, I drew Italy among the
first into the great Federation. Ah, your Excellency, many men have
mocked at me for being a dreamer — a visionary — pursuing shining
bubbles and letting go the solid, material affairs of the world.
But can any say that in this instance I dreamed to no purpose?" He
paused and looked appealingly at the motionless figure in the great
chair, but it remained immovable and seemingly oblivious, save for
the restless movements of the keen, grey eyes.

"With the accomplishment of my early vision," the Italian
pursued, "another came to me. I saw the great nations of the earth,
untroubled in their onward progress, grow careless and unmindful
that their mission was still unfinished. Long years of peace
brought false confidence in a seemingly impregnable security. The
nations have grown insolent in their power and blind to the fires
which still smoulder on the borders of civilisation. They believe
that their command alone is sufficient to turn the forces of the
earth as they desire. Your Excellency, can a word check the raging
fire in the forest when once it is unloosed? I have no facts and
figures to amuse the plodding world" — he threw out his hands with
an indescribable gesture of impatience and disgust — "I have no
long columns of statistics to prove whatever I wish to prove. But I
know the world and the heart of the world. I can see the mighty
powers of the East lulling us to a fatal sleep with smooth promises
and many words — and if we sleep, we are lost!"

For the first time the President stirred as if moved by the
words of the speaker. For a brief space he seemed to deliberate
with himself, but at length he rose and advancing to the younger
man put a kindly hand upon his shoulder.

"Come with me," he said, and led the way out of the Council
Chamber and down the long corridor to an oaken door at which stood
a rigid sentry. The door opened to the pressure of a spring, and
passing through a small anteroom, where two officers of the
International Police rose in salute, the pair entered a low room,
the walls of which were completely covered with quaintly carven
woodwork, dark with great age. A large desk stood against one wall
and at this the President seated himself, motioning his companion
to a capacious armchair placed nearby.

"Signor di Conti," began the President slowly, "for over two
years I have been seeking for a man to undertake a work of the
gravest importance — a work which I have begun but which, owing to
the official bonds which circumscribe my actions, I may not finish.
For this work I required a visionary and a man with the unshakable
convictions of a visionary. I believe, Signor, that in you I have
found the man I sought."

The speechless Italian inclined his head and the President
continued:

"If you carry this work to a successful termination, you may one
day be acclaimed as the saviour of the civilised world —"

"And if I fail, your Excellency?" the Italian interrupted
softly.

"You must not fail."

The Italian bowed his head in his hands as the President turned
to his desk. A muffled bell sounded in the anteroom and immediately
an officer of the International Police stood before the
President.

"Please ask Colonel Villon to bring me the last report in File
Fourteen."

The officer saluted and withdrew and five minutes later a short,
jolly-looking, typically French officer presented himself, with a
small bundle of papers under his plump arm. No one would ordinarily
have selected the jovial Colonel for the efficient head of a very
efficient Intelligence Department, but such he was and the
cleverest secret service man in all the nations of the Federation.
The President signed him to a chair, and taking the papers the
officer proffered, handed them without a word to the bewildered
Italian. The latter received them in a daze and commenced to peruse
them. For nearly an hour he read eagerly, while the grey President
watched him silently and the stout Colonel played with his sword
knot. At length the Commissioner raised his head, his eyes shining,
his whole face in a glow.

"Your Excellency —" he gasped.

"You will undertake the work?" asked the President.

"Your Excellency," said the Italian, rising to his feet in a
kind of exaltation, "it is not a task you offer me — it is a crown
of glory."

But the President had turned to his desk again and when he spoke
it was in the most matter-of-fact tones.

"You will call upon Colonel Villon for anything you may need
that he can furnish you and you will, of course, have access to all
the papers and any future reports dealing with the matter in hand.
In short, the conduct of the affair will be wholly in your hands.
Any assistance outside the scope of the Intelligence Department
which you may need, your authority as a High Commissioner of the
Federation will, of course, obtain for you. That is all,
gentlemen."

They bowed and withdrew, the Colonel to a well-earned and
dreamless sleep, the Italian to a night-long vision of the great
mission entrusted to him. In the anteroom, one of the orderlies
slumbered heavily on a couch, while his companion whiled away the
dark hours of his watch with endless games of solitaire. Little by
little London grew dark and silent. But in the low-ceilinged room
of the President, the master mind of the world stayed wakeful
through the long night, thinking and planning, planning and
thinking, for the greatest good of all mankind.










Chapter 3
Merriam Meets All The Powers Of Darkness


EVELYN THORNTON, reclining luxuriously in a comfortable hammock
and surrounded by many pillows, sniffed the strong, salt sea breeze
with great contentment and explored with slender fingers the
contents of the large box of chocolates at her side in the hope of
locating by sense of touch one of the variety which she liked the
best without the necessity of interrupting the peaceful flow of her
thoughts by turning her head to look for it. Theoretically, Evelyn
was renewing her acquaintance with "Rabbi Ben Ezra," being under
the necessity of writing a paper on the "Optimism of Robert
Browning" for the next meeting of the College Women's Club; but, as
a matter of fact, the volume lay face downward in her lap and she
gazed at the distant horizon line, lost in a day-dream so profound
that she was oblivious to the noise of a motor car coming to a halt
under the porte-cochere around the corner of the house, and was
only startled into consciousness by a step on the veranda.

"Why, hello, Jimmy Merriam!" she exclaimed, holding out both
hands in an excess of pleasure at seeing him again. "Forgive me for
not rising to the occasion, but I'm too utterly comfortable to
stir. Do find yourself a chair somewhere and tell me all the news,
and to begin with, what you've been doing all these ages since I
saw you last."

"Well," said Merriam, flushing a little with pleasure at the
warmth of his reception; "in Biblical phraseology, I've been going
to and fro in the earth, and walking up and down in it. To be more
exact, I had to run out to Madison, Wisconsin, to attend the annual
convention of the American branch of the International Chemical
Society and read a paper and from there I went to Ann Arbor for a
visit with my old friend and teacher Professor Armstrong, who has
recently been appointed president of the University of Michigan.
And right there I got the biggest surprise of my life." He paused
with a half-ashamed air of importance and the girl nodded eagerly
for him to go on. "Well, not to prolong the agony," he continued,
"after we'd talked a while, Armstrong said in that sharp way of
his, 'What are you doing now, James?' 'Not very much of anything,'
I confessed; 'I've got some commercial work that pays pretty well
and the rest of the time I'm devoting to research.' 'H'm,' says
Armstrong, 'that kind of a life won't get you anywhere. You ought
to be more in touch with what's going on in the world of chemistry
if you're ever going to tap the possibilities I think you have in
you. The Dean of our College of Chemistry has just resigned to take
a position in the East. Do you want the job?'"

"Why, Jimmy, how perfectly splendid!" cried the girl, her eyes
bright with happiness at his good fortune. "Please consider
yourself congratulated forty-seven times at the very least. I'm
just awfully, awfully glad for you." And her fingers closed over
his hand in a friendly squeeze.

"'Tisn't so bad," said Merriam modestly. "Eight thousand a year
and most of the summer to do research in if I want to. I can afford
a 'plane and take you out riding on moonlight nights."

"Not if you live out in Michigan," retorted Evelyn. "But if you
do buy a 'plane, don't get a 'Detroit.' The Carters had one last
year and it made their lives miserable, besides nearly falling into
Newark Bay with Mr. Carter when he was flying down to Long Branch.
But, honestly, Jimmy, I do hate to have you go off into the wilds
this way. We'll all miss you terribly. I know Mabs will be
inconsolable. She won't have any one to fight with after you're
gone."

"Perhaps it won't be as bad as you imagine," said Jim with a
smile. "I tell you, Eve, I've got a little plan I'm going to
disclose to you after I've been at my new job long enough to find
out what it's like and if you approve of it, it may reduce the
distance between us considerably."

"Oh," said Evelyn, puzzled and a little uneasy, though she could
hardly have told why. "Have you told Leslie about your good luck?"
she added, wishing to feel herself on surer ground.

"Told whom?" asked Merriam, surprised.

"Leslie Gardiner, of course," she replied, colouring faintly.
"Oh, I forgot that you were such a stranger nowadays. Why, Leslie
and I have become old friends. He's over here three or four times a
week, and we go riding or walking — we've had some splendid long
tramps, Jim; just the kind you always used to enjoy so much — and
squabble about the Eastern situation. Leslie insists that I'm a
most unpractical idealist and I tell him that he wants to bring
back the age of militarism and then we begin all over again. I
thought probably he'd written you about it."

"No," said Jim lifelessly. "He didn't mention it. We've both
been pretty busy and we didn't write much."

"But I suppose that you'll be seeing him soon, now that you're
back again, won't you?"

"Probably this evening. I telegraphed him that I was coming and
to be out at the house for supper."

"Do you know, Jimmy, I was almost prepared to dislike your
friend before I met him — I suppose because you praised him to me
so continuously. But he really has some splendid ideas — for a man
— even if they don't always coincide with mine. And he can talk
about so many things intelligently that most men can't — like
literature and music, I mean — and he's had such interesting
experiences in out-of-the-way corners of the earth, only it's
almost impossible to get him to tell about them. And then I think
he's rather good-looking, don't you?"

"Yes. Les is a very good sort," answered Jim indifferently.

Evelyn glanced at him in some surprise. Her woman's intuition
told her that something was seriously wrong, but feeling that it
would be useless to try to find the clue, she sought to shift the
conversation into easier channels.

"I've been wanting to see you," she began rather hurriedly; "so
as to find out just what did happen the night of the dance, when we
were caught in that dreadful storm. All I can remember is starting
to swim over to the mainland with Leslie and then the storm
breaking, and struggling for dear life for a few moments to keep my
head above water — and the next thing I knew, I was in bed with a
solemn-looking nurse over by the window pouring out something nasty
into a glass for me to take. You were already on your way West and
Leslie had called three times to find out how I was, and neither he
nor Mabs would tell me anything about it. They pretended it
wouldn't be good for me, but that couldn't have been the only
reason."

"No," replied Merriam slowly. "I don't think it was. You see,
Mabs was wrong about our having to cross the channel before we
could reach land. The channel was on the other side of the reef we
were stuck on and, as a matter of fact, we only had to swim a few
feet before we hit bottom. Mabs and I were safe across before the
storm broke, but you and Les were right in the middle of the
deepest part. The squall swept you against a nasty ledge of rock,
but Les managed to hit it first. If he hadn't, I doubt very much if
you'd be lying in that hammock eating chocolates now. Les was
tougher and got out of it with only a sprained arm."

"Oh," said the girl softly, her smooth cheek the colour of a
pink rose. "I suppose that's why he wouldn't talk about it. He
didn't want me to feel that I was under obligation to him for — for
saving my life. He said he hurt his arm falling off his horse."

"Probably," replied Jim with as near an approach to a sneer as
he could summon up on short notice. "Les couldn't fall off a horse
if he tried. But then he always did have curious notions of
reticence. But as I was saying, you hit the rock — the two of you —
and that put an end to Leslie's immediate usefulness. You were past
taking any interest in the proceedings already. Then Mabs dashed in
with me after her — I guess she was grateful for all the muscle
she'd worked up during the summer — and between us we managed to
haul you out, and then Mabs played watch-dog while I hunted up a
car to get you home in. .You were still oblivious the last time I
saw you, but Les had come around all right and was smoking in front
of the sitting-room fire with his arm bandaged up and his feet on
the fender. That's all the story I know. I guess you can tell the
sequel better yourself."

"Poor Mabs," said Evelyn with a little laugh, not noticing his
final words. "I expect she was afraid that if she told of her part
in the rescue, I might think she was trying to pose as a
heroine."

"I suppose she was," assented Merriam rather savagely.
"Evidently modesty is contagious. However, you'll observe it's not
one of my failings. But then it's never been my good luck to have
the role of hero."

"Why, Jimmy!" she exclaimed, regarding him with wide,
reproachful eyes; "whatever has gotten into you? I never heard you
talk that way before."

He flushed dully under her steady, hurt gaze.

"I'm awfully sorry, Eve," he said more gently. "I haven't been
very well lately and I guess my trip must have upset me more than I
thought. I oughtn't to have come here in the first place, feeling
as grumpy as I did. I think perhaps I'd better run along now,
before I say anything else I shouldn't. I'll be all right when I've
had a little rest and some decent food."

"Why, Jimmy, that's too bad," she cried with ready sympathy. "I
ought to have understood instead of scolding you. You must get all
mended up again soon and then come over and we'll have one of our
good, old-fashioned talks. You will come as soon as you can, won't
you?"

"Yes, I'll come," he answered, avoiding her friendly, pitying
eyes. He took the hand she held out to him a little awkwardly.
"Good-bye," he said briefly and hurried down the steps. His eyes
were burning and his throat felt dry and hot.

"So it's Leslie, is it?" he said to himself bitterly as his
swift roadster shot into the highway. "Captain Leslie Gardiner of
the International Police — damn him! What a fool — what an
insensate fool — I might have known how it would be!" Then
suddenly, unmindful of danger, he bowed his head on his hands as
they rested upon the steering wheel. "Oh, my God!" he cried softly;
"the very best friend I have in the whole world!"

And so for forty miles of sunlit road Merriam fought with all
the Powers of Darkness for the possession of his soul. But when,
with the lengthening of the afternoon shadows, he turned the car
into the driveway that led to his own house and saw the tall figure
of the Captain smoking meditatively on the veranda, his face was
calm and the voice with which he hailed his friend was steady and
even rang with a note of cheerfulness. They met after the manner of
old friends who have been for some time separated, hiding the depth
of their feeling under an air of boisterous indifference. Merriam,
as if fearful of what his friend might say, plunged at once into a
detailed account of his western trip, which, with the questions of
the Captain and numerous explanations, lasted until the dignified,
white-headed negro servant announced that supper was ready.

"I think," remarked the Captain towards the close of the meal;
"that when men get along to our time of life, it's a good thing to
plan to settle down — as you're going to do — to some steady work
find a permanent abiding place. I've been getting awfully tired
lately of the thought of running all over the country as I'll have
to do the minute my furlough expires, and as I have done ever since
I got into the Intelligence Department. It's all right as long as
you're young and have your reputation still to make to spend three
months in Prussia and the next three in western Canada and then six
more on the China frontier and wind up with a year or so in Peru,
doing survey work that the Peruvian government is too lazy to
attend to itself and the South American Confederation can't see any
use for. But I tell you, Jim, I've got to the point now where I
want to see some prospects of a home of my own and a pretty little
wife to run it for me and a boy to take up my work when I have to
retire. It didn't bother me so much when I was off somewhere in the
wilds, living in my uniform — or rather, what was left of it —
seven days and seven nights in the week and sleeping under God's
big blue tent most of the time, but since I've been back and seen
how contented and happy the men I used to know are in their own
homes with their families growing up around them, why, I tell you,
Jim," cried the Captain, growing more vehement as he proceeded,
"I've said to myself more than once, 'Les Gardiner, you damned
fool, why don't you try for your share of that happiness?' And by
the Lord, Jim, I'm going to!"

"Yes," returned the other rather drily, signing to the old negro
to bring the cigars. "It does sound somewhat attractive. Have you
made any definite plans towards the accomplishment of your
desire?"

"I've done this much," replied the Captain; "petitioned for a
headquarters job in the United States Atlantic Coast District.
Kepplemann's Intelligence Officer is to be retired on January first
and there really isn't any reason why I shouldn't have the place,
if I want it badly enough. Besides, I did some good work for the
Department while I was in China and I can get a recommendation from
Villon himself if I need it. That means I'll be settled permanently
in New York for the rest of my life, barring accidents. Kepplemann
likes me pretty well, and when he once gets a staff officer he
likes, he holds onto him like grim death. He's a good district
commander to work with if he is a German."

"Smoke?" asked Merriam, pushing the box towards his friend. When
the Captain had made his selection, he took a cigar himself and
lighting a match, held it to the end of the weed with steady
fingers.

"Les," he said casually, between puffs, "how long have you been
in love with Eve Thornton?"

The Captain laid down his cigar and pushing back his chair,
leaned forward, gripping the arms and staring at the other from
under puckered eyebrows. "Good God!" he exploded. "Who in hell told
you about that?"

"My own ears, for one," replied Merriam quietly. "My own eyes
for another. When a man talks as convincingly as you just did about
settling down, it usually means he has some girl in mind he'd like
to settle down with. As to the girl being Eve Thornton — well, when
a person devours a photograph as eagerly as you've been taking in
that picture of her on the mantelpiece, it doesn't take any great
detective powers to deduce that it must hold more than a passing
interest for him."

"Well," said the Captain, relaxing, "there's no use denying it
when it's true. Jim, I never felt about any girl in all my life as
I do about Evelyn, and first and last, I've known a considerable
number, good, bad, and indifferent. Why, Jim, I — I love her, Jim."
He paused, frowning at the blue smoke rings that rose lazily
towards the ceiling. "And I won't ever forget," he added earnestly,
"that
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