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  Adown the stricken capes no flare 


  No mark on spit or bar 


  Girdled and desperate we dare


  The blindfold game of war.


  The Destroyers, Rudyard Kipling
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  PART ONE


  Prologue: Victims of Circumstance


  Chapter One


  Peirce Mahony, servant to King Edward VII and the Viceroy of Ireland, was the first to die. His friends saw to that. Or rather, since he was judged a
  traitor to the Irish cause, his friends united with his enemies against him.


  Mahony knew, as a matter of fact, that a court of patriots had been convened to try him. Probably he knew them all, and even the well-built house in south Dublin where they met. He was not
  invited to attend the proceedings, and, by the same token, there was no opportunity to appeal against sentence. Courts of this type knew only one sentence, the judgement of death. To be carried out
  when and where the executioners found an opportunity.


  Such rules were common knowledge to a young man like Mahony, who had served the Irish cause in his time. Still, he protested his innocence to anyone who would listen, hoping that his words would
  be passed back to the judges. There was never an answer from them. Then months went by and he began to think that his accusers were too deeply involved in the struggle against England to care for
  his imagined crime any longer. Perhaps even they saw his total and demonstrable innocence. The months became years. During long periods he felt the same security which he had known before the
  nightmare began. Never more so than behind the walls and beyond the broad lawns of his fathers estate, Grange Con, in County Wicklow.


  Tall and fair in his sportsmans tweeds with gaiters and cap, he came down the wide staircase in the late-July sunlight. The man in the hallway was Athanas Blagoff, a Bulgarian secretary
  who had returned to Ireland with his master after the OMahonys service to the Czar of Russia.


  Tell them I shall be gone across the water for tea, said Mahony casually, not pausing to receive the reply of his fathers secretary. The journey was less than it sounded. In
  this case, the water was a small lake on which waterfowl bred and which divided Grange Con from its neighbours.


  The OMahonys mansion belonged as much to the world of race-week and duck-shooting as to the formal society of Wicklow, the county club, and the ceremonial of the Viceroys
  court in Dublin. Beyond the cream-and-gilt library with its leather bindings and deep chairs there were little rooms of casual furnishings and sporting prints on the walls. Peirce Mahony went to
  the gun-room. He took an old ornamented shot-gun from the rack. It resembled a twenty-bore, quite good enough for his purposes. He slipped a box of cartridges into the pocket of his belted Norfolk
  jacket. Though the little lake was thronged with water-birds by late July, the season had not yet opened. Mahony carried his weapon as a matter of habit and prudence.


  He crossed the green-marble flag-stones, opened the heavy door, and went out on to the terrace. The afternoon was hot and still, as if the oppressive strength of the sun had stunned the world of
  grass and trees into silence. With a military stride the young man turned from the lawns towards the edge of the lake. To deter poachers, a barbed-wire fence ran along the margin of the water,
  except where the little boat-house stood. Mahony came to the door of the building and realized that he had forgotten to pick up the key which unlocked it.


  Glancing round quickly, he saw no one else to whom he could shout for his key. Still, he was tall and agile enough to try the fence rather than go back and make himself half an hour late. Gently
  negotiating the upper strand of wire, holding it clear of his grey tweed suiting, he swung his leg over and then let himself down on the far side. The water came up almost to the posts of the
  fence, and there was hardly more than a narrow path to the boat-house on the inner side. But Mahony went sure-footedly along to the wooden platform where the squat shell of the rowing-boat was
  moored.


  He laid the shot-gun carefully on the planking and began to unwind a cord which held the boat by its stern. No movement of air stirred the lake. On all sides there was a deep silence of
  expectation. Mahony stood up with a sudden pulse of alarm and saw the stranger step out from the shadows of the boat-house.


  Or perhaps not a stranger. Mahony turned and stared at the other man, who held a shot-gun in his hands. He had the illusion very briefly of looking into a mirror, the victim of an optical trick.
  The other man was tall and fair, as he was. The grey tweeds might have passed for Mahonys. Both men shared the same look and bearing of a subaltern in civilian clothes. Mahony looked
  bewildered, as if at his own reflection.


  In itself the illusion was more frightening than the shot-gun in the other mans hands. There was only one reason why another man should take so much trouble to look like him. Not to be
  recognized at a distance, not to be suspected or challenged. And that left no doubt as to why the young stranger had come to Grange Con.


  The gun was more powerful than Mahonys, a twelve-bore of recent design. Mahony thought of his own weapon, now lying so close to him that it was like an agony to realize he could never
  reach it in time.


  Peirce Mahony!


  The strangers words had the tone of a statement, not a question. Questions were not needed, and denials would have been futile. The young man would have learnt to recognize his quarry
  beyond any risk of error. That apart, Mahony was not going to deny his name. If he must die, he would do so as himself, and proudly.


  He was brave, very brave. The executioner reported this to his superiors afterwards, as if it made his killing of the condemned man more creditable. Yet Mahony had nerved himself to bravery for
  the simplest of all reasons. Courage was unlikely to save him, but cowardice would certainly seal his fate. That being so, he turned and faced the man with the gun squarely.


  I am not a thief! He made the words quiet but intense. Whoever sent you and whatever they may have told you, I stole nothing. Still less am I a fool who would rob his own
  family of its diamonds.


  No, said the stranger gently, it was never supposed that you did that.


  For the first time Mahony realized that the mans voice was not Irish at all. An Englishman must be either a hireling, which was bad, or a convert to other mens causes, which was
  even worse.


  I have proof, he said, but the quietness in his voice was an echo of despair.


  Then you shall offer it, said the stranger coolly, and you shall be heard by your judges. If you have done nothing wrong, then you have nothing to fear.


  For the first time Mahony felt a quick pulse of hope. If he was to be taken somewhere to face his accusers, there was a chance that he could convince them. If that was what the young man
  intended.


  They will believe me, he said firmly. When they hear me, they will have to believe me.


  As he spoke he listened for a sound, any sound which might serve his purpose. Better than anyone, Mahony knew that his judges were unlikely to see him alive. The young man with the shot-gun
  might be speaking the truth, but it was almost certain to be otherwise. Mahonys fears were being soothed merely in order that he would walk quietly through the trees, where the execution
  could more safely be carried out.


  He was right to listen. From the willows on the far side of the boat-house there was a sudden crashing of undergrowth, enough to deflect the other mans attention for an instant. In that
  moment, Mahony took a step backwards on the wooden platform and his hand went for the shot-gun in the boat as he dropped down, crouching. He had the barrel in his grip, his fingers curling on the
  trigger, as the other man fired, scarcely bothering to take his aim. The dull roar of the gun and the hardly-felt pang in his left breast merged as the pellets riddled Mahonys heart. Even as
  his body was thrown, arching back into the water, the stranger fired the second barrel. But Mahony was dead already.


  The two pigeons which had broken from the undergrowth by the willows rose high over the lake and wheeled effortlessly against the warm sky towards the Wicklow hills.


  There was no sound of commotion, no indication that anyone had heard the shots, or that, if they had, they thought of anything more than shooting pigeons. The stranger watched Mahonys
  body turn in the water, floating face-down. He took Mahonys own shot-gun from where it had fallen on the planking, fired both barrels, then dropped it into the shallows by the stern of the
  little boat.


  Stillness returned to the hot afternoon. A tall, fair-haired figure, which might have been that of Mahony himself, faded into the warm shade of the woods. In the shadow of the boat-house the
  corpse floated with arms thrown out, rocking gently in the disturbance which the impact of its own weight had created. Presently that, too, died away and the lake resumed its brackish calm.


  Mahony was not expected to return early from his visit. On the following morning, when his servant saw that Mahonys bed had not been used, inquiries began, and then a search. It was
  Athanas Blagoff who found the body, still floating on the dark shallows by the boat-house.


  To the Wicklow coroner, the cause of death was never in doubt. Mahonys boat-house key was still in his room. Despite the dead mans care, a thread of cloth from the grey tweeds had
  caught on the barbed wire of the fence round the lake. It matched a tiny blemish on the leg of the trousers. There was also a scratch on the trigger of his shot-gun.


  Mahony had climbed the fence, leaving his gun propped on the landward side. Then he had reached over to draw it after him, the muzzle pointing upwards. A careless but not a foolhardy procedure.
  By mischance, a barb on the wire had caught the trigger, discharging both barrels upwards into Mahonys heart at a range of no more than twelve inches. There was no blackening by powder round
  the entry wound, but with smokeless amberite cartridges that need not be expected, even at close range. The jury obediently returned a verdict of accidental death.


  Mahonys tragedy was briefly reported in the Dublin press, and the papers in the case were passed to the Home Office. There they were glanced at briefly and then filed. As a matter of
  protocol, copies of the papers were forwarded by the Home Secretary to the Military Intelligence Department in Queen Annes Gate. They arrived, bound with cherry-pink ribbon, on the desk of
  Major William Purfoy, assistant to the Director of Intelligence.


  Major Purfoy already had a file on Peirce Mahony, a file opened eight years earlier. The young Irishmans death came as no surprise to him, though he hesitated to think that the
  Intelligence Department had had anything to do with it. Not in any direct sense at least.


  But as Purfoy read the papers in his sunny room overlooking St. Jamess Park, he felt a sense of incredulity that bordered on downright amusement. How could they have missed it? How could
  any of them?


  Of course, it was Purfoys business to know a good deal about guns, their history and development. Especially small-arms. Mahonys shot-gun had been dredged out of the mud and
  examined just sufficiently to find that its barrels were discharged and its trigger scratched. A note in the evidence identified it as an Imperiale sports gun made in Vienna some twenty years
  earlier. Anyone would assume that such a weapon must take Prussian smokeless cartridges.


  Purfoy could hardly believe his luck. He unhooked the ear-piece from its stand and put his mouth to the speaking-tube.


  Lieutenant Collins, he said. There was a pause. Purfoy spoke again.


  Imperiale sports gun. Karl Ranke works, Vienna. About 1890. Twenty-bore. Any model or modification known to take amberite smokeless cartridges?


  He paused again while Collins checked the details. The answer came back.


  None? Purfoys normally humourless face broke into a mild grin of satisfaction. At what distance might the gun be discharged to cause a wound without blackening of the
  skin?


  He listened to Collins and then wrote on his blotter: Minimum six feet. It was utterly impossible that Mahony could have shot himself accidentally with his own gun. Not that the
  public would be disturbed by the information. A note added to the file before it was closed would be quite sufficient.


  Someone, he said down the speaking-tube, has been very lucky. Very lucky indeed.


  Collins asked a facetious question. It was in his nature to do that.


  No, said Purfoy humorously. Not one of us. Not that I know of, anyhow.


  


  Chapter Two


  For some time after Mahonys death a chill of apprehension fell upon another Irish estate, Kilmorna House, and its occupant, Sir Arthur Vicars.
  Better than Major Purfoy, better than any man but the victim himself, he knew the innocence of Mahony. As Ulster King-of-Arms until 1907, he had presided over the ceremonial of the English
  Viceroys court at Dublin Castle and the Viceregal Lodge in Phoenix Park. Sharing none of Mahonys passion for Irelands freedom, certainly not his allegiance to the patriots of
  Sinn Fein, Sir Arthur Vicars had none the less been a companion in his disgrace. Dismissed from office by King Edward after the robbery of a few baubles in his care, suspected as a thief by the
  Irish rebels, he had withdrawn to his house at Kilmorna in County Kerry. There he lived among the remote hills of south-west Ireland. Like Mahony, he was often able to believe that the world had
  forgotten him.


  For all the disgrace which had been apportioned to him, he was by no means a broken man. Little older than Mahony himself, he possessed a rather fine, aesthetic face and brown curls which made
  him look more youthful still. In his withdrawal from society he had even married and developed his haphazard antiquarian interests.


  For all that, he woke from time to time with the sudden shock of a condemned man for whom the noose and the trap have been postponed but not remitted. He stood in greater danger than Mahony, not
  for what he had done but for what he knew. Alone among the fallen angels of the Viceroys court in 1907, Vicars had seen dispatches and jewel-cases which testified to the deceit of
  governments, to the great struggle for military supremacy in Europe. Distant but clear, he had heard the dance of death by spies and diplomats which signalled the approach of a great war.


  In that fateful summer, when the press clamoured about robberies and breach of trust, Vicars alone among the victims had guessed the truth. It was not his privilege to see the contents of the
  dispatch-boxes awaiting King Edwards arrival in Dublin, but the ciphers stamped upon them were enough. Those and the hints as to the royal yachts subsequent destination.


  Even the sight of the boxes, before the scandal broke, had carried his mind back eight months to the previous October. He had been staying with friends in England. A party of them had stood with
  other sight-seers on the sloping downland above the Dorset cliffs of St. Albans Head. There, with hearts beating in high expectation, they waited to see Englands Pride
  in all her beauty and in all her menace. Union Jacks flew from the two marking-posts which rose above the turf at either end of the measured mile. The Admiralty observers on the ship watched for
  them keenly, binoculars raised and stop-watches in their hands.


  Vicars had little interest in ships, but he had never forgotten the scene on that fine October morning with the sun glittering on a patch of waves beneath the cliffs. Farther out, a thin mist
  still veiled the Channel distances, giving the effect of gauze curtains edging a spotlit stage.


  The throb of her engines came first, two or three minutes before she rode into view. A heavy beat of turbines woke the still morning like the drums of a war-god. Looking into the sparkle of mist
  which covered the Portland anchorage, he had seen her quite suddenly, bearing down like a bird of prey with the sun upon her. The bright, colourless sky gleamed on her flanks of new pale-grey
  steel, the massive armour which was the talk of Europe. Dreadnought.


  Vicars had expected some lumbering iron-hung monster, an armadillo of the sea. She was, after all, the biggest warship the world had known. But she had the long, clean form of a destroyer,
  unlike that of any battleship he could have envisaged. The deck was swept free of all the conventional clutter of a capital ship. There was no organ-pipe row of unwieldy funnels, no overhanging
  levels, no untidy and miscellaneous armament. Amidships there were two modern rectangular funnels, a tripod mast between them giving a commanding view to the covered control platform. That apart,
  the entire length of the great ship was a smooth, clear gun platform.


  And what guns they were, Vicars had thought. Mounted in massive armoured turrets, they rotated through formidable arcs of fire. The mighty barrels were ten-inch and twelve-inch, enough to
  destroy any other ship in the world at six miles range or to riddle the thickest armour at three miles. There was no lighter ordnance apart from the rows of monstrous gun-muzzles with, here
  and there, ranks of the most modern torpedo-tubes.


  Even to Vicars, the plain statement of truth was clear enough. There was not another ship in the world, not even in the German High Seas Fleet, which could live for half an hour in the face of
  such weaponry. The British press was full of it, of course. Berlin was reported in a state of panic at the advent of such an antagonist as this. German naval planning was paralysed by the futility
  of building conventional navies to face this new adversary. Not a single capital ship had been laid down in German yards since Dreadnoughts launching. More to the point, five more
  monsters of her kind, the inspiration of Sir John Fisher, the First Sea Lord, were being built on the Clyde and the Tyne.


  Vicars had read such boasts with scorn until he saw the great ship for himself. The stark efficiency of her decks was matched by the most daunting speed and manoeuvrability. As she came up to
  the start of the measured mile he stared in astonishment at the bow-wave, where shining steel sliced through the glittering waters off the Dorset coast. Eighteen thousand tons of armour was moving
  with the speed of a destroyer, turning with the tight agility of a torpedo boat. He no longer disbelieved the brag that Preussen and the most powerful battleships of her class would be
  helpless against Fishers protge.


  It was not just that Preussen and her sisters would be blown out of the water before they could get near enough to fight. The British builders had somehow adapted the turbines of a
  destroyer to drive a battleship. The sleek new ship, audacious and elusive as a gnat, would cut circles round an entire squadron of enemies.


  Several weeks before, at a household dinner in the Viceregal Lodge, Lord Aberdeen had reported to his staff the new boast of Sir John Fisher. With five such ships, he would sink the German
  fleet, seize Kiel and its canal, and occupy the whole of Schleswig-Holstein with Royal Marines. All that within two weeks of war being declared. Such bravado had irritated Vicars; it still did. Yet
  the sight of Dreadnought persuaded him of its truth. If there was dismay in Berlin, it was felt with every justification.


  Even then, as he stood on the cliffs and watched the ominous beauty of Fishers new battleship, Vicars would have thought it laughable that he could ever be personally concerned in the
  future of Dreadnought. Even when it happened, he alone, outside the Intelligence Department and the government, guessed that he had been involved. Not merely involved but sacrificed to the
  expedients of British security. And not merely sacrificed but reviled by men who must have known his innocence. They might have saved him, had they wished to do so. Certainly they could have saved
  Mahony by some means. But Mahony had never been a favourite at court, always suspected as an Irish rebel.


  So when he read of Mahonys death and the story of an accident with his shot-gun, the chill of unease tightened again upon Sir Arthur Vicarss heart.


  He took care, as he had always done, never to put himself in deliberate danger. That was all a man could do. The house with its Victorian gables and castellated towers was remote enough for a
  stranger to be conspicuous in the area. He was probably safer at Kilmorna than in Dublin or, for that matter, in London.


  In the end, of course, there was no safety. That was no surprise to him. It happened after his valet brought him his morning tea and Vicars, having drunk it, fell into a light sleep again. He
  dreamt of his wife, who was no more than twenty feet from him in the next room, how they had been at a reception in the Viceregal Lodge when the Viceroy, for a joke, threw his plate at the window
  and broke both glass and china. Vicars frowned in his dream and then woke to a confusion of voices.


  He was still alone in his bedroom, but someone was shouting below the window. Then he knew that the crash had been the breaking of a pane in the green-house. Irritated by such carelessness, he
  tied the cord of his dressing-gown and went across to the window. Whoever had been below was gone now. But crossing the lawn were three men dressed like gamekeepers with caps and leggings. It was
  almost as if they had been in uniform.


  He screwed up his eyes, looking harder, aware of his wife bursting in from her own bedroom.


  There are men on the lawn, she said, breathless with the terror of it. Six of them with guns in their hands.


  He looked again and saw only three.


  Nothing to worry about, he said easily. Its all right.


  Then he understood why there were now only three. From the floor below he heard a shout and the muffled sounds of a struggle. They were in the house already. Wood breaking, that was the next
  thing. Vicars glanced across the angle of the building and saw the pale ghost of flames dancing behind his study windows. In the desk which the fire now began to engulf lay forty or fifty
  neatly-written folio pages, setting down all that he knew of the Dublin scandal and the truth behind it. At the time he had regarded the document as his insurance against such acts as this. Now he
  saw the flames catch hold, the curtains alight and a yellow tongue licking out through the aperture where the window had been opened a few inches.


  The pictures, he said suddenly. I shall have to save the family pictures.


  Lady Vicars tightened her hold on her husbands arm. Gently but decisively he took her hand and drew it away.


  We shall be all right, he said quietly. Nobody will do anything against us. They have no reason to.


  The commotion which had broken out on the ground floor now seemed closer. Blows of a fist echoed on the panelling of the bedroom door, and Vicars could hear his valet calling to him above the
  din.


  We will go down, he said to the frightened woman. Go through the kitchens to the back. Stay with cook until I follow you. I must have the pictures.


  He shepherded her out and down the stairs, calling out instructions to the valet over his shoulders. The main hall of the house was still untouched, though drifts of smoke hung just below the
  ceiling like the steam from a wash-boiler.


  At first Vicars opened the study door, but the room inside was bright with flames from floor to ceiling. Tall blooms of fire rose from the carpet, and the desk was already ablaze. The heat was
  unbearable, even in the doorway, and there was a smell of petrol. Vicars turned to the valet again.


  The dining-room, he said, breathless from the heat. I want the family portraits. My brothers and Lady Rossmores. We shall have time to put them out through the
  window on to the terrace. If necessary we will go that way ourselves. But we must be quick.


  Of all the downstairs rooms, it was only the dining-room which the fire had not yet reached. The two men ran into it, Vicars locking the door after him to prevent any pursuit. There was no fear,
  hardly any sign of agitation in his features, merely a taut determination.


  Now, he said sharply. Before they throw a bomb in here as well!


  Taking opposite walls, the two of them unhooked the first four portraits from the rail. Vicars gave his orders with the precise authority of a platoon commander under fire.


  Stand outside on the terrace, where I can hand them to you through the window!


  He watched the valet throw up the tall sash-window and swing himself out. Smoke was gathering in the dining-room itself now, already as thick as a mist, and he knew from the heat that the full
  rage of the fire was just beyond the door. He handed out the four oil-portraits and went back for another, probably the last. It was Lady Rossmores. Lifting it gently, he crossed to the
  window again. From the windows on either side the smoke of burnt upholstery was drifting in clouds across the terrace, so that he could see nothing beyond the edge of it. From the hallway he heard
  a hoarse rush of flame, saw the smoke eddies round the door grow to billows, and caught the first bright flickering of the fires advance.


  Beyond the window he heard the servants voice.


  Sir Arthur! Sir Arthur! You must come now! Before the smoke


  It was the sudden interruption of the voice which decided him. Leaning the portrait against the wall inside, he eased himself out on to the terrace, then drew the picture awkwardly after him. He
  turned with the framed canvas in his arms, about to say something to the valet. But it was not the valet who stood before him now. The man was tall and fair, dressed in the gaiters and cap which
  his companions wore. Vicars, facing him in dressing-gown, seemed like a figure in a Feydeau comedy.


  Who is this person? said the tall stranger to someone behind him. Despite his predicament, Vicars felt a sudden small flaring of angered pride at the mans tone.


  I am Sir Arthur Vicars, he said bitterly. And who the devil are you?


  The stranger ignored the question. With the revolver in his hand, he gestured at the painting.


  Put that thing down and come with us.


  To Vicarss surprise he was not nearly as frightened as he had always believed he would be. Or rather his fear was submerged by a greater anger and contempt for the smooth-spoken young
  man. He held the picture fast until the two other men came and took it from him. They led him to the end of the terrace and turned him to face the man with the revolver.


  Arthur Vicars, you have been charged before a court martial of the Irish Citizen Army with treason to the Irish people. On the evidence of your activities as an informer and a spy, the
  presiding officers have found you guilty on all counts. The sentence passed upon you is that of death. Confirmed by myself as officer commanding the County Kerry Brigade.


  Vicars was not a brave man, had never supposed himself to be. Yet fear had not mastered him completely. They would have to shoot him to silence him. He raised his voice so that the other men
  could hear.


  Irish? Scorn and incredulity tightened his mouth in a grimace. You? Your voice is English, your birth is English, your loyalties are English. Your commander is not in
  Dublin, not in County Kerry. He is in the Military Intelligence Department of the British Army in Queen Annes Gate, London. If there is a traitor to your comrades anywhere, you are he.
  Mahony knew it and he was killed. I know it, so you would kill me. The proof of your treason was written down in my own hand, kept in the drawer of my study desk. Small wonder you had to burn the
  house first!


  But the tall stranger was not listening. He nodded to the other men.


  Put it on him.


  Vicars tried to brush it away, but they fastened the cord round his neck and the crude cardboard sign hung on the lapels of his dressing-gown.


  


  SPY. INFORMERS BEWARE. IRELAND NEVER FORGETS.


  


  Now he was frightened, deeply and convulsively. The defiance in his voice shook even in his own ears.


  You and your masters betrayed Ireland to England, and England to Germany. You stole the most precious possessions of your country for your own greed. I will tell you the game and
  players


  He took a step forward and was thrown down by a mighty and agonizing blow in the chest before he heard the sharp echo of the revolver shot. Still he lived, lying on the terrace, the smoke
  sailing like clouds in the sky above him, unable to speak for the drawing pain of the wound in his breast.


  If he lay very still, perhaps they would leave him for dead. While his body was torn by the spasms of suffering, his mind broke loose, running haphazardly back along the web of his fate, the web
  of other mens weaving. The audience with Lord Aberdeen, his warning of what he knew, and his dismissal none the less. The flags and crowds in the Dublin streets, cheering King Edward on a
  warm July day. The sight of the Kings anger when news of the great robbery was given him. The house in Merrion Square with a plausible young rogue called Shackleton and a beautiful girl
  named Tonia. A drawing-room at Buckingham Palace with the band of the Irish Guards playing, the frogged tunics of the diplomatic corps and the women in their summer dresses like beautiful ships
  under sail. Faster and faster the thoughts ran back, beyond Kilmorna and Dublin, beyond the Viceroys little court and the grander London season. Back to the suspicion and treason, the dark
  winter days of Berlin where it had all begun.


  The pain came in a spasm which brought a brief involuntary movement with it. There was a footstep. Dark, hideous muzzles. Armoured steel. Dreadnought. A flash and a roaring like the
  guns of a great ship in battle. And then it was all over.
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