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  Captain’s Island is not far from civilisation as one measures space. Dealing with the less tangible medium of custom, it is—or was—practically beyond perception.




  James Miller didn’t know this. When he had thought at all of his friend Anderson’s new winter home he had pictured the familiar southern resort with hotels and cottages sheltering Hammonds peerage, and a seductive bathing beach to irritate the conservative.




  That background, indeed, was given detail by his own desires. For he had received Anderson’s letter concerning the new move while still in bed with a wearisome illness. Now, after two months’ convalescence in quiet waterways, he was ready to snare pleasure where it was most alluring before returning to the North and Wall Street. So he sent a telegram from Allairville, instructing Anderson to meet him in Martinsburg and conduct him to the revels of his tropical resort. As a matter of fact it was this wire, despatched with such smiling anticipation, that became the leash by which he was drawn into the erratic, tragic, and apparently unaccountable occurrences which at the time added immeasurably to the lonely island’s evil fame.




  Still it went, and Miller, ignorant of what he faced, went after it as quickly as he could, which was with the speed of a snail. It took his small cruising launch forty-eight hours, including a minimum of rest, to conquer the fifty miles between Allairville and Martinsburg. Because of this aversion of his boat to anything approximating haste he had caused the name Dart to be painted across the stern in arresting letters.




  As the droll craft loafed down into the busy roadsteads of the southern metropolis this warm May morning. Miller, in perfect consonance with its bland indifference, lay in a steamer chair on the upper deck. Clothed in white flannels and smoking a pipe, he surveyed with gentle calm a petulant, unreasonable world. He smiled pleasantly at enraged tug-boat and barge captains. Crawling through the railroad drawbridge, he waved a greeting free from malice at the keeper, who, arms akimbo, chin uptilted, bawled his expectations of a train by midnight and his reasonable ambition to clear the draw before that hour.




  Nor did the native, leaning against the wheel forward, respond even by a glance to these studied incivilities. His ears seemed to be occupied exclusively by the engine as capricious symptoms; his eyes, by his goal, at last within view; his hands, by the wheel as he coaxed the Dart to the urgencies of traffic.




  Miller eyed the fellow approvingly. By rare good luck he had hired him down the state when he had bought this boat as the first ingredient of the doctor’s prescription for a long rest in the South. At the start the man had proved his fitness by exposing an abnormal affection for diseased gasoline motors. Since then he had served Miller acceptably as captain, engineer, deck-hand, cook, and, in a sketchy sense, valet. Moreover he knew obscure, uncharted channels. He had a special intuition for the haunts of fish and game. In the villages where they paused for supplies he out-bargained the storekeepers almost without words. Miller appreciated that it was due only to his devotion and ingenuity that the Dart at present indifferently blocked traffic in the river before Martinsburg. With the inexcusable confidence most of us bring to the contemplation of the immediate future he regretted his early parting with this admirable Crichton.




  When the Dart was made fast to her appointed place at the dock Miller lowered his legs, arose, and stretched himself to his full height comfortably. He glanced at his watch. It was noon. He had wired Anderson to meet him at the boat at one o’clock. For the first time he realised he had made a thoughtless rendezvous. Why had he not mentioned an hotel? This thriving town might have offered comparative culinary splendour after the plainness to which he had abandoned himself on the Dart. As it was he must offer his hospitality to Anderson at that hour, and Anderson, no doubt, after two months of heavy luxury at his winter resort, would gratefully accept.




  “Tony,” he said, “you deserve the rest of the day. Why should injustice always trouble the deserving?”




  Tony, standing below, leaned his elbows on the break of the upper deck. His eyes behind the bushy brows expressed no positive emotion—certainly not chagrin or revolt.




  “I’ve asked some one to meet me here at one o’clock,” Miller went on. “I must offer him luncheon unless you strike, in which case I wouldn’t be much annoyed. In fact I’d take you back tonight. Do as you wish. I’m going up-town.”




  Tony lowered his bearded face and slid down the companionway. Miller stepped to the dock.




  “Tony!” he called.




  The native thrust his head through the hatch and waited impassively. Miller handed him some silver.




  “For what we lack in case your sense of duty throttles commonsense.”




  A brown hand closed over the money. The emotionless face was withdrawn.




  Miller strolled through the city. After his months of exile from so familiar a setting he experienced a sense of elation at the thud of a hard pavement beneath his feet, at the cacophony of street noises, at the air of badly-guarded impatience given out by these men and women who crowded him at the crossings. It was good to be well, to be on the threshold of that vaster, more selfish hubbub of his own city. No more days and nights on the boat in lonely places, he reminded himself. And he was glad.




  This was the frame of mind in which he returned to the dock to meet his first dampening and significant disappointment. He saw Tony leaning, sphinx-like, against the rail of the Dart, but there was no sign of Anderson.




  “Any word from the guest?” he asked Tony as he came up.




  The native drew a crumpled, soiled envelope from his pocket. He handed it over the rail.




  As he took the envelope Miller recognised his friend’s writing. While he read the brief note a frown drove the satisfaction from his face, leaving bewilderment.




  Anderson had commenced in his customary affectionate manner, but beyond that everything was unexpected’, puzzling.




  “It is far from convenient for me to leave Molly” the letter ran; and Miller could frame no satisfactory explanation for that except the serious illness of Anderson’s wife. Yet the rest of the letter said nothing of illness; did not even suggest it.




  “For heaven’s sake,” it went on, “or more strictly for our own, come down to Captain’s Island, Jim. Come this afternoon if it is humanly possible. Anchor in the inlet if you can get anybody to steer you through. The channel is hard to negotiate, but you won’t find that the chief difficulty in hiring a pilot. I’ll watch for you. If you make it I’ll row out immediately and tell you the rest. Then you can decide if you want to help us out of this mess and back to commonsense. Molly sends her anxious best.”




  Miller read the letter twice before returning it to the soiled envelope. The only clear fact was that Anderson and Molly were in trouble. Anderson had written that he would tell him the rest on his arrival. But the rest of what! For he had told him nothing.




  “How did this come?” he asked Tony.




  The native pointed to a steamboat, diminutive and unkempt, made fast to a neighbouring dock.




  “Boy brought it over,” he mumbled.




  Miller glanced at his watch. Curiosity was useless. His friends needed him. He would leave at the earliest possible moment.




  “This letter, Tony,” he said, “is unexpected and important. If you’ve the usual plans of seafaring men while in port banish them.”




  He swung on his heel.




  “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”




  He hurried from the dock to a telegraph office which he had noticed during his walk. He saw only one operator on duty and he found himself the only patron. He wrote a despatch to Anderson, saying he was leaving at once, and handed it to the agent, a good-natured young fellow in his shirt sleeves.




  The man glanced at the address, raised his eyes quickly to Miller’s face, and let the yellow slip flutter to the counter.




  “Well!” Miller demanded.




  “Can’t send that to Captain’s Island.”




  “Place censored or quarantined?” Miller asked impatiently.




  “Might as well be quarantined—for the yellow fever,” the agent drawled, “but the main point is there isn’t any wire there. Of course I can send a messenger boy down on the little boat to Sandport this afternoon. He might get somebody to row him across the river, and he could walk the three miles or so. Sent one down to Mr. Anderson that way yesterday. But this doesn’t seem important, and you can figure the expense.”




  Miller’s preconceived notions of Captain’s Island began to crumble.




  “Not worth it,” he said.




  “Besides,” the agent went on, “it’s hard to get anybody to walk that island at night. Since you’re going yourself—”




  Again he stared curiously and with a sort of wonder at Miller.




  “I don’t want to pry, but mighty few people go—”




  Miller laughed.




  “It seems to me my question comes first. What’s the matter with Captain’s Island?”




  The agent picked the yellow form up and handed it to Miller.




  “And you ask me I—I don’t know. Nobody knows. People been asking that for a good many more years than I am old.”




  Miller tore the message up. He glanced around the somnolent office.




  “I’m not good at riddles either,” he said, “but if you’ll let me have this one I’ll try. You see I’m going there.”




  The agent shuffled uncomfortably from one foot to the other.




  “It’s this way,” he said at last. “It’s all talk, but it’s been going on a long while, as I said, and we understand it down here. Now you’re from the North. I don’t want to make myself a laughing stock!”




  Miller smiled. Then he recalled the troubled tone of Anderson’s letter and his smile died,




  “I promise I won’t laugh,” he said. “Of course I can guess. Superstition?”




  “That’s it,” the agent answered. “The neg***s and the fishermen around Sandport have given the island a bad name. They won’t go near it if they can help themselves, and even the people here have got in the habit of leaving it a wide berth. I went down one Sunday with a crowd of wild boys, and I’ve never wanted to go back—not that I saw anything. Don’t think that. But there’s a clammy, damp, unhealthy feeling about the place. I’ll say this much: if there’s such things as ghosts that’s the proper place to look for them.”




  “Probably climate. Close to the ocean, isn’t it?”




  “Yes. It’s like most of these sea islands—marshes on one side, an inlet on the other, across that, rolling sand dunes for maybe a quarter of a mile, and nothing beyond but the everlasting ocean. They say in the old days it was a hang-out of the buccaneers. And lonely! I can’t tell you how lonely that place looks. Besides it’s got a bad reputation for rattlesnakes—no worse in the state that I know of, but that isn’t why people stay away.”




  “Superstition,” Miller said, “always comes out on top. It’s funny how these yarns get started.”




  “Not so funny when you think of all that’s happened on Captain’s Island,” the agent answered. “Trouble is, everybody knows its history. Guess they scare the children with it still. They did when I was a youngster. I’ve behaved myself many a time because they said if I didn’t old Noyer would chain me up.”




  “Old Noyer!”




  “A giant of a brute from Louisiana, who laid the island out as a plantation in the thirties to raise sea island cotton. They say he carried fifty or sixty slaves, and was a big dealer on the side. Ruins of the quarters are still there if you’ve got the nerve to go look ‘em over. I started, but I didn’t get far. The island was a jungle, and I tell you it didn’t feel right to me. I’m not superstitious, but you’re kind of looking for something all the time there. Anyway, old Noyer was a regular king. He ruled that island and the inlet and that lonely coast. Wasn’t accountable to anybody. When the law made it a crime to import any more slaves into the country, he laughed in his sleeve, and ran raving shiploads in just the same. He kept the poor devils prisoners in the quarters until he could scatter the ones that didn’t die or go stark crazy around the biggest markets. Those quarters have got a right to be haunted, I reckon. Seems a pure-blooded Arab girl was brought over with a shipload of blacks. They say she was the daughter of a chief, and somebody in Africa had reasons for getting rid of her. Even Noyer didn’t dare try to sell her. They say he took a fancy for her, and by and by married her. He built a coquina house for her about a mile and a half from the plantation.”




  “A coquina house! What’s that?”




  “Coquina? It’s a shell deposit they used a lot in the old days for building, Noyer fixed it up in fine style for this Arab girl. She lived there until one night that giant took it into his head without reason that he ought to be jealous of her. He didn’t wait to find out he was wrong. He cut her throat as she lay in bed. That’s the house where this man, Mr. Anderson lives—the man you wanted to send the telegram to.”




  Miller started. Yet he could not accept the agent’s story of this ancient crime in Anderson’s house as a credible explanation of his friend’s note. Anderson and Molly were both normal and healthy. He had been in more or less constant touch with them since he had first met Anderson in Paris ten years before when he had been on the threshold of manhood. During that time he had seen no display of abnormality or of any exceptional surrender to nerves. The question that troubled principally now was why Anderson had ever chosen such a spot.




  “You knew then,” he asked the agent, “about Mr. Anderson’s living there?”




  “Sure. It’s natural everybody should get wind of that. You see his house and the plantation house are the only two on the island, and until this winter they’ve both stood empty since the Civil War. Oh, yes, everybody heard of it right away.”




  “Queer they aren’t in ruins, too,” Miller said.




  “No,” the agent explained. ” Property’s still in the hands of Noyer’s family, I believe. They’ve let it all go back to the wilderness except those two houses. Kept them in repair, figuring, I reckon, somebody might be foolish some day and rent them. Sure enough, this winter along comes a man named Morgan who takes the plantation house, and this man, Mr. Anderson who takes the other. Of the two give me the big place. It’s more open and less gruesome than the coquina house. Yes, people would know about that naturally. Been saying Captain’s Island would grow civilised again, but I don’t hear of any patties going down, and I expect both the Morgans and the Andersons have friends in Martinsburg.”




  Miller smiled.




  “The invasion begins. I’m running down in my small boat this afternoon. How far is it?”




  “About twenty-five miles altogether, but if you get a strong tide behind you it doesn’t take long.”




  “My boat needs a water fall.”




  The agent picked up a paper and turned to the marine page.




  “Tide’s on the turn now. It runs three to four miles an hour between here and the mouth of the river.”




  “Then I could make it by night,” Miller said. “I suppose I need a pilot?”




  “Yes. There’s no entrance directly from the river. You have to take a channel across the marshes.”




  The agent hesitated.




  “They call it the Snake.”




  He cleared his throat, adding apologetically:




  “That’s because it twists and turns so.”




  “What about a pilot?” Miller asked.




  “Honestly, I don’t know,” the agent answered. ” Might get one to take you by the island in the day time, but I doubt if you can persuade any of these ignorant rivermen to guide you into that inlet at night to anchor.”




  “That’s silly,” Miller said irritably.




  “Lots of silly things there’s no accounting for,” the agent replied. “And you can’t realise the reputation the island’s got around this part of the country. And, see here! Don’t you be putting me down as foolish too. I’ve told you what they say. I don’t know anything about spooks—never saw one. All I do claim is, there’s a kind of a spell on Captain’s Island that reaches out for you and—and sort of scares you. That’s all I say—a sort of spell you want to get away from. Maybe you’re right and it’s just the climate, and that jungle, and the loneliness.”




  “And I,” Miller said, “have been picturing it as a popular winter resort.”




  “You’ll have to ask the snakes and the spooks about that,” the agent laughed.




  He turned to an entering customer.




  Miller went back to the Dart, telling himself that the problem of Anderson’s note was as undecipherable as ever. He would have to wait for an explanation until he had seen Anderson that night. Therefore he was all the more anxious to start. He had had enough experience with the natives to accept as final the agent’s prophecy about the pilots. Tony, who knew so much river lore, however, might furnish a means if he were handled properly. As soon as he had stepped aboard he called to the man.




  The native’s bearded face appeared in the companionway. He climbed to the deck, wiping his hands on a ball of waste.




  “Tony,” Miller said, “do you know the Snake channel?”




  Tony started. His hands ceased tearing at the waste.




  “It’s near the mouth of the river,” Miller added.




  Tony nodded. He moved uneasily. His eyes questioned.




  “Think you could get us through without piling us on an oyster bank?”




  The native waited a moment before nodding again with a jerky motion.




  These signs were not lost on Miller.




  “I’ve altered my plans,” he said. ” Instead of abandoning you and the Dart here in a few days as I had intended, I’ve decided to go a little farther north by water.”




  Tony’s satisfaction was apparent in a smile.




  Miller felt it was important to let that impression, which was more or less true, stand-It would explain his desire to navigate the Snake. Once through the Snake and in the inlet he would find ways to laugh Tony out of his superstitious fears.




  “So we’ll cast off,” he said, “and go through the Snake this afternoon.”




  Tony’s smile faded. The bearded lips half opened as though he was about to speak. But his eyes caught the high sun and evidently he changed his mind, for he went down the ladder, and after a moment the engine was indignantly thrashing.




  Miller sighed.




  Tony reappeared, cast off, took his place at the wheel, and backed the Dart into the river.




  Miller seated himself in his deck chair. The city, whose warm, hurried life had just seemed to welcome him, let him go now indifferently to a far greater loneliness than that with which he had thought himself done. He realised this with surprise before three o’clock. The short distance between Captain’s Island and the metropolis had deceived him. He had been unable to conceive the desolate nature of that narrow stretch. He had not dreamed of anything like the precipitate loneliness that crowded the last shanty outpost of the great factories.




  A little after three the smoke of these factories was a vague haze on the horizon. The high ground on which they stood had fallen abruptly to flat, wet, uninhabitable marshes. These were relieved only by repellent swamps of palmettos or an occasional pine tree which stretched itself, gaunt and gibbet-like, from the waving grass.




  Miller’s half amused reception of the agent’s talk had not been a pose. He had no belief in the supernatural, nor would he admit for an instant that its vapoury rumours would ever have the power to materialise for him into any startling fact Yet this landscape could not fail to impress him as a barren neutral ground between activity and stagnation, between the familiar and the unsounded. It forced him, indeed, to call upon his exceptional will power to fight back a mental inertness, a desire to abandon himself to melancholy. And his will was not altogether victorious. He became ill-at-ease, restless. He glanced at Tony. The native leaned forward, clutching the wheel with both hands as though engaged in a physical attempt to aid the swift tide and the engines. His pipe had, for once, gone out, and remained neglected.




  Miller began anxiously to look for signs of the Snake channel. But to either side the dreary marshes swept away apparently unbroken.




  At five o’clock, however, Tony turned the Dart towards the left bank of the river. Miller could see a narrow opening in the marsh grass through which glassy water flowed reluctantly. Beyond it, in the direction of the sea, he made out a line of low trees, probably palmettos and cedars. It stretched northward from the river across the marshes for, perhaps, five miles. He pointed at the opening.




  “The Snake?” he asked.




  Tony nodded. He shifted his feet restlessly. After manipulating his levers until the engine slowed down he faced Miller.




  “Anchor?”




  Miller arose and walked to the break of the deck.




  “Certainly not. I said we were going through the Snake tonight.”




  Tony shuffled nearer. He spread his hands towards the sky.




  “You mean,” Miller said, “That it will be dark in an hour or so? I know it. What of it?”




  Tony opened his lips. He spoke with painful effort.




  “Too late to get past. Would have to anchor by Captain’s Island.”




  He pointed at the low, dense mass of trees which Miller had noticed.




  “Naturally,” Miller answered. “That’s my wish—to anchor in Captain’s Inlet.”




  The threatened change in Tony became complete. It startled. He placed his hands tremblingly on the break of the deck at Miller’s feet. His cheeks above the heavy beard had grown white. His eyes showed the first glimmer of revolt Miller had ever detected. But strangest of all, the native, whose habitual silence was broken only by the most imperative demands, burst suddenly into torrential speech.




  Miller started back, unwilling to believe, because this man, who on occasion had displayed the most uncalculating physical bravery, was now exposing a shocking cowardice. And why? He scarcely seemed to know himself. The words ran one into the other with the guttural accent of terror. It was something to do with Captain’s Island. It didn’t pay to anchor there at night. He backed this opinion with a flood of testimony—creeping, lying tales. Miller knew it while he tried to shut his ears to them.




  He raised his hand to stop this cruel exhibition. He stared into the frightened eyes. For only a moment the wills of. the two men battled, then the stronger, the more intelligent, conquered. Tony’s eyes wavered. His guttural voice ceased.




  “Tony,” Miller said quietly, “with you or without you, if she can be coaxed through the channel, the Dart will anchor in Captain’s Inlet tonight. There’s the dingy. Take it if you wish and row to Sandport. You can bring it around tomorrow by daylight. I’ll have your money ready.”




  Tony hesitated. After a visible struggle he turned back to the wheel. The engine gathered speed again. The Dart’s nose was pointed for the opening.




  “And, Tony,” Miller added,” since you seem inclined to stand by the ship, you must understand that this nonsense cannot be repeated.”




  Tony didn’t answer, yet, knowing him, Miller felt satisfied. But he noticed that the broad shoulders shook a little.




  The boat was entering the Snake. Miller raised his eyes. Perhaps it was the waning light—for the sun was setting—or some atmospheric trick, but all at once Captain’s Island seemed to have come nearer. The dense mass of its foliage cut into a flaming sky. Stealthy shadows slipped from it across the bent marsh grass. Miller had a fancy that it was reaching out slowly and surely. For what!




  The agent’s talk of a spell came back to him. Was it the spell of the place already reaching out for him? He felt suddenly cold. He shivered. If it was the spell of the place it had found him, for his customary cheerfulness was finally throttled by a black, heavy depression. He knew, unless the agent had lied, that monstrous things had happened there. Was it possible that Anderson’s, letter referred to their fancied, incorporal survivals? The fact that the question persisted troubled him. Unthinkingly, he accepted the challenge of the island. Closing his fist, he raised it against the line of forest. The absurdity of his gesture failed to impress him. He descended to the forward deck. He stepped close to Tony. He tried to speak-naturally.




  “Better hurry her, Tony. It mightn’t be a bad plan to get settled in Captain’s Inlet before dark.”




  




  CHAPTER II
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  The Darf crept on through the Snake, twisting and turning in the narrow channel between the marshes. Miller, contrary to his usual custom, remained forward with Tony, his eyes fixed on the sombre island, which little by little they approached.




  The sun had set quickly, but its flames still smouldered in the west. Aside from the island, caught in the heart of this barbaric afterglow, nothing served to draw the eye except an occasional melancholy clump of Spanish bayonets or palmettos. The only signs of life came from the dwellers of the marsh—the flapping of a heron, disturbed by their passing, or the far-away, mournful cries of unseen birds.




  Miller regretted the thickening dusk. All at once the agent’s gossip had become comprehensible. Yet he did not speak to Tony. To have done so would have assumed an undesirable quality of sympathy, of confession. He forced himself against his inclination to return to his steamer-chair on the upper deck. As he climbed the ladder he saw the native send a startled glance after him.




  At last the boat took a sweeping curve to the east. The Snake widened and straightened, disclosing an unobstructed vista past the northern end of the island, to sand dunes, piled against the gloomy ashes of the sunset.




  A swifter current caught them. It appeared to hurry the Dart, resisting, into the jaws of the inlet.




  Miller started up. Tony was straining at the wheel. He seemed to be trying to turn the boat over by the marshes opposite the island, but the current was too strong for him, or the engines too inefficient. In spite of all he could do the Dart kept near the land. Leaning against the rail. Miller watched the struggle and its issue with a feeling of helplessness. Almost before he knew, it they were drawn very near—so near that, even in this rapidly waning light, the dark mass defined itself a little for him.




  He saw that the bank at that end was higher than he had anticipated. This appearance of height was increased by a heavy growth of cedars, whose tops had been beaten by the prevailing wind from the dunes and the sea into an unbroken, upward slope. Beneath this soft, thick, and green roof the ancient trunks writhed and twisted like a forest setting for some grim, Scandinavian folk tale.




  Behind the cedars palmettos thrust their tufted tops in insolent contrast; and here and there one of those gibbet-like pines lifted itself, dignified, isolated, suggestive.




  That first close inspection made Miller feel that it was a place of shadows, offering with confident promise shelter for things that would hide, for things that should be hidden. It carried to him, moreover, a definite menace for the disturber of that to which the island had opened its refuge. To land, to penetrate this jungle, would call for more than physical courage; would, in short, demand a moral resolution, which, without warning; he found himself wondering if he possessed.




  Suddenly the line was broken. An opening nearly a hundred yards wide had been torn through the dense mass. A small pier stretched from it to the channel, and from the shore the clearing sloped gently upward to a colonial dwelling. The building was indistinct in this fading light, but Miller knew it for the plantation house where Noyer had lived and ruled before the war.




  It was painted white. The main portion was two stories high with a sloping attic roof from the centre of which a square cupola arose. High, slender columns supported the roof of a wide verandah. Wings of one story, curved at the ends, stretched from either side.




  That houses absorb and retain a personality is scarcely debatable. The passing of these eighty years—the activities and rumoured cruelties of the earlier ones, the silence and desertion of the later—had given to this house an air of weary sorrow which reached Miller almost palpably. A single light in the left hand wing, yellow, glimmering, like a diseased eye, increased this sensation.




  He listened intently, but there were no sounds of life from the shore—utter silence until a bird in the jungle cried out raucously, angrily.




  They slipped past. The house was gone. The line appeared to be unbroken again. And the agent had said this was more open, less gruesome than the coquina house where Anderson lived.




  Miller went down the ladder. He resumed his stand near Tony, and Tony, Miller thought, sent him a glance of comprehension. He cleared his throat a trifle nervously.




  “I suppose we can anchor anywhere about here.”




  Tony pointed ahead. The shore of the island curved to the south. Opposite it the sand dunes swept around in an exact parallel. As they swung into the inlet the flank of the island slowly exposed itself, scarcely more, however, than a black patch; for the night was on them, and the southern end of the island and of the inlet was lost in shadows—




  Tony coaxed and manoeuvred until he had brought the Dart close to the dunes, as far from the island as possible. When he was satisfied he dropped the wheel, ran forward, and let the anchor go. There was a splash as the chain rattled through the eye. Before the noise had ceased the boat turned, listing heavily as it went. Miller, surprised, looked over the rail. The tide was running like a mill-race—ugly black water, dashing by like a mill-race, as if to get past Captain’s Island and out to the clean, open sea. The boat was quickly .around and straining at her chain, impulsive to follow.




  “Get up your riding-light,” Miller said.




  Tony came back, shaking his head. Miller understood.




  “Run it up just the same.”




  Tony shook his head again, but he went below for the light. He returned after a moment and ran the lantern to the mast head. Then he went forward, stooped, and examined the anchor chain. Evidently he would take every precaution against being dragged to that sinister shore opposite.




  “You’re careful tonight, Tony.”




  The native stiffened. For a moment he listened intently.




  “What is it?” Miller asked.




  Tony pointed. Miller leaned against the rail, peering and listening too. A soft, regular splashing came to him. Before long he saw a row boat slowly emerge from the shadow of the island.




  “That you, Andy?” he called.




  No answer came, but the boat drew nearer, at last swung under the stem of the Dart.




  “Andy!” Miller called again.




  “Take this line, Jim.”




  It was Anderson’s voice, but it was none the less unfamiliar—restrained almost to the point of monotony, scarcely audible as though issuing from nearly closed lips.




  “light the cabin lamp,” Miller said to Tony.




  He bent and took the line. When he had made the row boat fast he held out his hand and helped Anderson to the deck. The hand, he noticed, was hard, dry, a little unsteady.




  “Andy!” he said. “Welcome!”




  Anderson didn’t reply immediately.




  “Speechless from joy?” Miller laughed after a time.




  “Not far from it,” Anderson answered. “Thank heavens you’re here. When your wire came last night Molly and I had a real old-fashioned celebration with that demonstrative bottle of wine. You haven’t forgotten the fetiches of the Rue d’Assass?”




  “And Molly?” Miller asked. “She isn’t sick?”




  “No—all right. Or as right as can be. That wife of mine—Oh, well, you’ll see her, Jim, I hope. You got my letter? We were worried it mightn’t reach you.”




  “I tried to wire.”




  “Then you know what an uncivilised hole we’re in.”




  He stepped back so that the light from the companionway shone upon him. Miller experienced a sense of shock. Instead of the healthy, pleasant face and the satisfied eyes he remembered, he stared at a lean and haggard countenance out of which eyes full of a dull fear looked suspiciously. Clearly Anderson was the victim of some revolutionary trick of life, or else—it was the only alternative—stood on the crumbling edge of nervous breakdown. Miller hesitated to ask the question that would put the meaning of that extraordinary note beyond all doubt.




  “Anyway I’m here,” he said. “Your letter would have brought me farther than this. But before we grow too serious inspect my floating palace. It’s the low comedian of all these waterways. Picked it up at Bigadoon Beach when the doctor sentenced me.”




  Anderson put his hand on Miller’s arm.




  “You must think me a friendly ass, but it confesses my state of mind—that I should forget your illness. You seem yourself again.”




  “I am,” Miller answered. ” Never felt better. I wanted one fling with you and Molly before going back to the racket.”




  The momentary flash of the remembered Anderson snapped out. His eyes sought the deck.




  “If you stay it won’t be the kind of filing you expect.”




  Again Miller avoided the issue.




  “Which will you see first?” he asked, “The smoke-room, the diningroom, or the saloon? They’re all one. Step this way. Lightly, please. We have no double bottoms.”




  As Anderson reached the foot of the ladder his face brightened, but it was with the envy that comes dangerously near offending the tenth commandment.




  “What a cheerful time you must have had!” he said. “How Molly would enjoy seeing this!”




  The interior of the Dart was, in fact, unexpected after a glance at her graceless and battered hull. Its former owner had possessed taste and an acceptable definition of comfort.




  The walls were painted an ivory tint which took its meaning from four soft-toned French prints. The lockers, running the length of either side, were covered with tapestry cushions. A folding mahogany table stood between them. Forward, a door opened into a tiny stateroom, decorated in the same cheerful fashion, and, opposite, beneath the companion ladder, a low sliding panel led to the kitchen and engine-room.




  “Yes,” Anderson sighed. “You’ve been comfortable here. You’re lucky, Jim.”




  He turned away.




  “Lucky and selfish. You ought to share your good things perpetually.”




  Miller laughed.




  “Maybe,” he said carelessly, “you and Molly have found a more compelling incubus for me on Captain’s Island.”




  Anderson’s shoulders shook. Miller looked at him, alarmed. But he was laughing—a little hysterically, still it was laughter.




  “Since I’m the point of the joke,” Miller said, “you ought to let me in it.”




  “I was only thinking,” Anderson answered, “that Captain’s Island is a rare place to look for such a comfort as a wife ought to be.”




  Miller plunged.




  “Andy, I’m waiting to hear about this island of yours, and—and that puzzling Letter. First, something to warm you up—”




  He raised his voice.




  “Tony?”




  Anderson glanced up.




  “Tony?”




  “My general boatworker.”




  “Get him North?”




  “No—a native.”




  Anderson watched rigidly while Tony thrust his bearded face through the kitchen doorway and took Miller’s orders.




  “Now, Andy, sit down and raise the veil.” But Anderson still stared at the sliding door.




  “This man of yours—Tony!”




  “Don’t be afraid to talk. I’d confide my most particular secrets to him.”




  Anderson shook his head.




  “I wouldn’t trust these natives too far.”




  Anger coloured his face and voice.




  “There’s one hanging around the island. Did you see his filthy tub as you came in?”




  “No. Good and bad the world over, Andy.”




  “Be sure of him. You must be sure,” Anderson insisted with a vibrant earnestness.




  “It makes no difference,” Miller said. “The door will be closed. Speak low and he won’t hear you. What kind of a mess are you and Molly in down here? Why didn’t you bring Molly out with you?”




  “At this hour! You’ll understand if you stay. It’s not pleasant on the island after dark. I—I hoped you’d get here earlier. Don’t think I’m fanciful, Jim.”




  Tony entered and placed the tray on the table. Miller motioned to the cigars. Anderson reached out and drew his hand back absent-mindedly.




  When Tony had returned to the kitchen and had closed the sliding door Miller lighted his own cigar.




  “Now let’s have it,” he said.




  Anderson leaned forward. His attitude was appealing. There was a definite appeal in his eye. It impressed Miller as tragic that such a strong, self-reliant man should assume this pitiful cloak.
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  Anderson found a beginning difficult. When at last he spoke his voice was low and there were uneven pauses between the words.




  “I wanted to come right out and explain the situation,” he said. “Then, if you choose, you can pull out of here in the morning. Molly and I talked it over when your letter came. It seemed the only fair thing. But it means telling you in cold blood, and I swore to Molly I couldn’t do that. I said you’d call me a superstitious idiot or suspect me of sun stroke. In either case you’ll have to include Molly in your diagnosis, and you know how sensible she is.”




  “Yes, and how sensible you’ve always been,” Miller said. “You don’t mean to say you’ve let this lonely hole get on your nerves?”




  “I pray that’s what it is,” Anderson replied eagerly, “—just nerves. That’s why we want to use you—as a sort of test. The truth is we’re under the spell of this place, and things are happening—unnatural things—things that we can’t explain in any believable way.”




  Miller tried to smile.




  “Sounds as though you were haunted.”




  “And that’s what it seems like. I didn’t want to say it myself. It isn’t pleasant to be laughed at even when the laugh is justified.”




  For the second time that day Miller promised not to laugh at anything he might be told about Captain’s Island. He was conscious, indeed, of a sharp mental struggle before he had subordinated the impressions he had received himself coming through the Snake and into the inlet.




  “I agree not to laugh,” he said, “but you must understand in the beginning that I can’t take any supernatural talk very seriously. I have no manner of belief in such rot.”




  “After all, Jim,” Anderson answered, “that’s the way I want you to talk. It’s what we need—somebody with a powerful will like yours and a contempt for the uncanny to straighten us out and bring us back to commonsense.”




  “Why the deuce have you stayed on if you’ve been so unhappy?” Miller asked.




  “Because we can’t yield to a superstition we’ve never acknowledged. We can’t go back to the world, convinced of such madness. Molly is more determined than I. We’ve sworn for our peace of mind the rest of our lives to stay on until every hope of a natural solution is gone. You’re just about our last hope.”




  “This isn’t like you,” Miller said. “Frankly, Andy, it’s folly.”




  “Our only excuse for such folly,” Anderson answered warmly, “is that we’re not the only reasonable people to confess it. There’s Morgan who lives in the big house. You must have seen it when you came in. He’s more your own sort—absolutely balanced, with a strong will. You’ll like him, Jim. He’s been our only prop. But little by little I’ve seen his confidence dwindle, and his uncertainty and worry grow. Then there’s Bait, a federal judge in Martinsburg. He brought us down here in the first place.”




  “That’s how you found it?”




  “Yes. Bait was a friend of Molly’s father. When we were going through Martinsburg on our way to Cuba in January he made us stay over for a few days. He has a fast cruising launch. He knew I was an artist, and he thought I’d enjoy seeing this fascinating combination of jungle, water, and sand. It was a brilliant day, and we came down so fast the island seemed only a step—a charmingly isolated suburb of Martinsburg. Jim, the place seemed to grasp me physically, and to demand, since chance had brought me, that I stay and put on canvas its beauty and the mystery that tantalised even at noon. I felt I had found the inspiration for a new note, for the building of a real reputation. And everything favoured the scheme. The coquina house would do. The fact that we would have neighbours in the plantation house settled Molly. We were enthusiastic and happy about it. Then Bait tried to discourage us. He let us see that even he was subject to this—this folly as you call it.”




  Miller whistled.




  “A judge, eh! He ought to get enough that’s beyond the ken of man in his own courtroom. What did your judge say?”




  “To begin with he told us the amazing history of the island and old Noyer, its original owner.”




  “That at least has corroboration,” Miller said after Anderson had repeated the agent’s story.




  “But,” Anderson continued, “he couldn’t define any real objections beyond the island’s isolation, its lack of convenient communication, and—of course—we take them so much for granted now—the snakes.”




  “I’ve heard they’re the chief tenants,” Miller said. “They might have been a sound objection to your settling here.”




  “But we hadn’t seen any that day, and we laughed, thinking the judge was trying to stop up some of his other arguments that wouldn’t hold water. And it’s true. Neither Molly nor I have seen a single snake, but they’re there somehow or other—always—in the background. It’s the feeling of the place—a feeling of long, slimy snakes, stealthily gliding in a circle from the shadows with unsheathed tongues. Lately we’ve feared they were growing daring—were getting ready to strike.”




  He took out his handkerchief and passed it across his face.




  “And these other arguments?” Miller asked. “The ones that the judge couldn’t define, that wouldn’t hold water?”




  “Of course he couldn’t convince us with his talk of native and negro superstition while the sun glinted on the inlet and bathed the scene of his atrocious yams.”




  “Atrocious, you say, yet you—”




  “They must be,” Anderson said. “Sitting here, face to face with you, I can say it. They must be—Superstitions founded on Noyer’s revolting cruelty to his black merchandise, on his terrible fits of rage, on the Arab girl who was pampered and murdered in our house. Beyond question the island is avoided, and these stories, rather than the snakes, are responsible. The boy who brought your telegram from Sandport yesterday stumbled in at dusk, in tears. He refused to go back until daylight—lay awake half the night, crying out These beliefs made it necessary from the first for us to bring our own provisions from Sandport—to drive or walk the three miles to the river end of the island, signal for a boat, and row across.”




  “Pleasant!” Miller said. “What do the servants think of it?”




  “Servants! Haven’t had one in the house for two months, except Jake. Same way with Morgan. He’s managed to keep his man and a cook. That’s all.”




  “Of course Jake would be faithful,” Miller said.




  “Yes, he’s faithful, but with a painful struggle. Sometimes I feel I have no right to make him stay here, loathing and fearing the place as he does.”




  “As you do, too, Andy,” Miller said softly. “Tell me what has made you doubt the judge’s yarns were atrocious. What kind of spooks am I to lay? What do you think you’ve seen?”




  “We’ve seen nothing. If one only could see! It’s more subtle than that. It began the moment we moved down. We had found we couldn’t get a native servant near the place so we sent North for Mary and Ellen. You know how attached they were to Molly, how long she had had them.”




  “Yes,” Miller replied, “but ignorant women—easily scared by stories.”




  “They heard no stories,” Anderson said. “There was no chance. We met them at the station in Martinsburg and started immediately on Bait’s launch which he had loaned us. He had taken our impedimenta down before, so everything was ready for us. Mary and Ellen were enthusiastic when we sailed into the inlet. They had never been South before. They were excited by the experience, and completely satisfied. But when we entered the house its damp, chill air repelled us.”




  “It would,” Miller said. “I’m told the entire island is a jungle. Such places don’t get the sun, and, remember, your house had stood in that jungle, uninhabited, for decades.”




  “Yes,” Anderson agreed, “I ascribed a great deal to the climate at first, and maybe it’s that, but—after awhile one wonders.”




  “First, then, the girls became frightened!”




  “I don’t know—at first. We all fell silent We started fires in every room, but it seemed as though no amount of warmth could cut that charnel house atmosphere. And the day went so quickly! Black night had trapped us before we had time to realise it. I looked at Molly.




  “‘If the judge could peep in on us now,’ I said, ‘the laughing wouldn’t be all on one side.’




  “So we smiled at each other and were more cheerful after that until dinner time. Then Mary, without warning, burst into tears.”




  “Homesick in a strange house,” Miller suggested.




  “We couldn’t find out what it was. She didn’t seem to know herself. Ellen, of course, had to see it. Their enthusiasm and satisfaction were dead.




  “They wouldn’t go upstairs until we did. We had given them each a room, but they said they preferred to share one. They hung back from saying good night to Molly. This all drove our minds from ourselves. We went to bed talking about it, wondering what the upshot would be.




  “A wild scream awakened me in the middle of the night. In such a place it was doubly startling. Molly was already up. I threw on a bathrobe and we hurried to Mary and Ellen. Their light was burning. They lay in bed trembling and clinging to each other.




  “They wouldn’t talk at first—wouldn’t or couldn’t. Finally we got it out of them. They had heard something dreadful happening in the next room. Some one, they swore, had been murdered there. They had heard everything, and Mary had screamed. Jim, I know it sounds absurd, but those girls who had never dreamed of the existence of old Noyer or his Arab woman, described in detail such sounds as might have cursed that house seventy or eighty years ago the night of that vicious and unpunished murder.




  “We tried to laugh them out of their fancy. We entered the next room—a large, gloomy apartment on the front, probably—if Balt’s story is true—the room in which the woman died. Of course there was nothing there, but we couldn’t get Mary and Ellen to see for themselves. Nor would they stay upstairs. They dressed, and spent the rest of the night in the diningroom. And when we came down for breakfast they told us what we had feared,—they wouldn’t spend another night in that house. They were ready even to pay their own fare home. They hated to leave Molly, they said, but they couldn’t help themselves. They were afraid. It was then that I sent for Jake. If Jake didn’t owe me so much, if he wasn’t so persistent in his gratitude and loyalty, he would have followed them long ago.”




  “Nightmares! Nightmares!” Miller scoffed.




  “Jim,” Anderson said slowly, “since then Molly and I have had the same nightmares.”




  Miller glanced up.




  “Possibly imagination after the girls’ story.”




  “No,” Anderson answered with conviction. “We have heard—we still hear—sounds that are not imagination—sounds that suggest a monstrous tragedy. And the worst of it is there is no normal explanation—none, none. Jim, I’ve tried everything to trace these sounds, to account for them. And they’re not all. Aside from this recurrent experience the house is—is terrifying. It isn’t too strong a word. You remember all that stuff we used to laugh at in the reports of The Psychical Research Society—footsteps in empty rooms, doors opening and closing without explanation? Well, Molly and I don’t laugh at it now—but we want to laugh. Jim, make us laugh again.”




  “Of course. Of course, Andy.”




  “And always at night,” Anderson went on, “there’s that gruesome feeling of an intangible and appalling presence. In the dark halls and rooms you know it is there, behind you, but when you turn there is nothing.”




  He shuddered. He drank some water.




  “In an indefinite way the atmosphere of that house is the atmosphere of the entire island. I can’t explain that to you. It’s something one feels but can’t analyse—something you must know and—and loathe yourself before you can understand. As far as I can fix it, it’s the feeling of the snakes, of which I spoke, and something besides. It holds a threat of death.”




  “And the snakes?” Miller asked; “you say they haven’t troubled y—?”




  “I said we had seen none.”




  Anderson paused.




  “But,” he went on after a moment, “the other day we found Molly’s big Persian cat in the thicket between the shore and the old slave quarters. It had been struck by a rattlesnake.”




  “Too inquisitive cat!” Miller said. “You know snakes don’t care about having their habits closely questioned by other animals.”




  Anderson shook his head.




  “If you had lived here the last two months as we have, you might feel as we do about it—that it’s a sort of warning. You know I said they were growing daring.”




  “Andy! Andy!” Miller cried. “This won’t do.”




  “That’s what Morgan’s always saying,” Anderson answered, “but in his quiet way he’s on tenterhooks himself. He’s resisting the impulse to go, too.”




  “Has he a wife?” Miller asked.




  “A daughter,” Anderson said slowly.




  “Any company for Molly?”




  Anderson turned away. He seemed reluctant to reply.




  “No,” he said finally, “not even for her father. Jim, I wish you’d try to judge that girl for yourself—if you can, if you see her. You can’t tell about her. She’s queer, elusive, unnatural. She troubles Morgan. Of course it’s a subject we can’t discuss very well.”




  “Off her head?”




  “Judge her for yourself, Jim, if you can. Frankly she’s beyond me.”




  “Another puzzle! And that’s the entire population!”




  “Morgan’s two brothers from the North have visited him once or twice. They made it almost jolly. But they didn’t stay long. Don’t blame them.”




  “And that’s all!”




  “On the island proper. There’s that native of whom I spoke. One shrinks from him instinctively. He’s been hanging around ever since we’ve been here, living in a flat-bottomed oyster boat, anchored near the shore. At night I’ve thought I’ve seen him crawling silently around the inlet in his filthy old tub.”




  “At least he doesn’t seem superstitious.” Miller put in drily.




  “Rather a figure to foster superstition. He seems to symbolise the whole thing.”




  “That’s a curious fancy. What has he to say for himself? You’ve been aboard his boat of course.”




  “Scarcely. Morgan tried that once out of bravado. He found no one there—no sign of life. I’ve attempted time after time to get a word with the man. I’ve hailed him from the shore. But he pays no attention—either isn’t to be seen at all, or else stands on his deck, gaunt and lean and hairy, etched against the sunset. You look at him until you hate him, until you fear him.”




  “I can try my own hand there,” Miller said. “Then that’s the total of your neighbours?”




  “There’s a colony of oystermen working the marsh banks to the north of the island. They live in thickets. They have the appearance of savages. Bait said there’s a queer secret organisation among them.”




  Miller smoked in silence for some moments, while Anderson watched him with an air of suspense. Miller lowered his cigar and leaned forward.




  “This girl, Andy?”




  “It’s hard to say anything more definite about her, and, if you stay, I’d rather you followed my wishes there. Judge her for yourself, Jim. And—and are you going to stay and help us back to mental health?”




  “What do you think?” Miller asked a little impatiently. “You mustn’t grow too fanciful.”




  “If’s asking a great deal,” Anderson said, “because, sane and strong-willed as you are, Jim, it isn’t impossible you should feel the taint yourself.”




  “I’m not afraid of that,” Miller laughed. “I’ll stay, but not in your house at first. I’ll live on the boat here in the inlet where I can keep my eye on that fisherman of yours and get a broad view of the whole island and its mystery. I’ll hold myself a little aloof. You see it would be perfectly natural for you to row out and call on a stranger anchoring here and invading your loneliness; natural for you to bring Molly, say tomorrow; natural for me to return your call, and eventually to visit you at the coquina house over night and experience its dreadful thrills. That’s the way we’ll let it stand, if you please, for the present. I’m a total stranger.”




  “Do as you think best,” Anderson agreed gratefully.




  “Then that’s settled,” Miller said. “Now how about dinner? You’ll stay?”




  Anderson arose.




  “No, Molly and Jake are waiting. I know they’re worried, Jim. They won’t have any peace until I’m safely back. These woods—we don’t like them even by day.”




  Miller smiled.




  “I’ll do my best to purify them of everything but snakes. I can’t promise about the snakes.”




  As he led the way up the ladder he heard Tony open the sliding door. Glancing back, he saw the native, fear in his face, waiting to follow.




  “There is something here that gets the natives,” he whispered to Anderson. “Go home now and sleep, and tell Molly to sleep. We’ll straighten things out in no time.”




  “You’ll do it, if it can be done,” Anderson said. “If it can be done—”




  He grasped the painter and drew his boat forward against the resisting tide. Miller held the line while Anderson stepped in.




  Anderson clearly shrank from the short journey back to the coquina house. A sense of discomfort swept Miller. He felt the necessity of strengthening his friend with something reassuring, with something even more definite than reassurance.




  “And, Andy,” he said, leaning over the rail. “if anything comes up—if you need me at any moment, send Jake, or, if there isn’t a chance for that, call from the shore or fire a gun three times. I should hear you.”




  “Thanks, Jim. I’ll remember,” Anderson answered.




  He pushed his boat from the side of the Dart. The tide caught it and drew it into the black shadows even before he had seated himself and arranged the oars.




  Miller remained leaning over the rail, straining his eyes to find the vanished boat. After a moment he tried to penetrate the darkness for a light, for some sign of that other boat, the boat of the fisherman. He could make out nothing. Yet it must lie somewhere over there, harbouring that grim, provocative figure to which Anderson attached such unnatural importance.




  As he leaned there he felt troubled, uncertain. It had been a shock to see a man so, exceptionally sane as Anderson suddenly deprived of his healthy outlook on life and death, and struggling in this desperate fashion to regain it.




  He told himself he had no slightest fear of the island or its lonely mysteries. That might after all be a satisfactory explanation:—the loneliness, the climate, the clinging mass of native superstition, the brooding over the servants’ fancies, the consequent growth of sleeplessness, and, finally, when nerves were raw, this first reminder of the snakes. It was enough to work on the strongest minds.




  Miller smiled at Anderson’s fear that he might become a victim too. Yet the impression of unhealth the place had carried to him and which he had fought down before Anderson, had returned. He leaned there wondering.




  He swung around at a sharp noise. Tony was at the anchor chain again.




  “Afraid we’ll drag?”




  The native pointed to the sky.




  Only a few stars gleamed momentarily as heavy clouds scudded southward. For the first time Miller felt the stinging quality of the wind.




  “It’ll blow hard,” he said. “What a night! I’m going below. I’ll be hungry by the time you have dinner ready.”




  He went down the companionway. The other followed him so closely he could feel his warm breath on the back of his neck.




  Tony went in the kitchen and started to get dinner. Miller stretched himself on a locker. He arranged the cushions luxuriously behind his head. He took from the shelf a book which he had found fascinating only last night. He lighted his pipe. He tried to fancy himself supremely comfortable and cosy.




  Tony came in after a few moments and commenced to set the table. Miller blew great clouds of smoke ceilingward.




  “Not so bad down here, Tony!” he said. “Confess, it couldn’t look a bit different if we were tied up at the dock in Martinsburg. Well?”




  He lowered his book. He glanced up. The pallor that had invaded the native’s face at the command to anchor in Captain’s Inlet had not retreated. The fear, too, that had burned in his eyes then showed no abatement. It flashed over Miller that there was a resemblance—not physical, but all the more disturbing because it wasn’t—between the Anderson who had just come to him with his appeal and the Tony who recently had bent to his command and traversed the Snake. He found himself questioning if a mirror would not have shown an alteration in his own countenance. The thought troubled him. To drive it out he looked around—at the tapestry cushions, at the familiar ivory panelling, at the four French prints. He had lied to Tony. It was not the same. It did not look the same. It did not feel the same.




  He reached up and opened the porthole to knock the ashes from his pipe. A vicious gust of wind tore the brass frame from his hand and entered the cabin. The lamp flickered. Beaching over to regain the frame, Miller’s eye caught Tony. He had dropped his work. He leaned heavily against the table, his mouth half open, his eyes fixed on the open port.




  Quickly Miller realised that the silent native wanted to talk, wanted to tell him something, strained to go back, doubtless, to those unhealthy rumours whose beginnings he had blurted out at the entrance of the Snake.




  Miller’s irritation flamed into anger. Decidedly, between Anderson and this superstitious fellow, his own poise would be threatened. Ridiculous! He could not be intimidated by the atmosphere of any place, however lonely, however tarnished by creeping lies. He slammed the frame shut and screwed it tight. He swung on Tony.




  “What are you staring at now? Get hold of yourself. Make up your mind to one thing; you’ll see no ghosts on Captain’s Island while you’re with me. Hurry dinner.”




  It was the first time he had used that tone with the man. He wondered at it, but Tony returned to the kitchen, shrugging his shoulders. Miller, however, noticed that a rule was broken. The kitchen door was left wide.




  After dinner he went back to the book which he had thought fascinating last night. Now its cleverness had dwindled. It failed to hold him. Tony, whose invariable custom it had been to retire early to his bunk in the kitchen, sat wide-eyed in the doorway. Several times Miller was on the point of commanding him to close the door. In the end he thought better of it. These irritable impulses were foreign to’ his personality. They might be looked upon as a manifestation of the place against which he should guard. So when he went to bed, after keeping up his farce of reading for half an hour longer, he tried to throw himself into an attitude of amused comprehension.




  “If it will make you feel any better, Tony, I’ll leave my door open a crack. Then you won’t have all the spooks to yourself.”




  A sigh answered him. Tony’s light went out. The boat was in darkness.




  Miller tried to sleep. But, in spite of the season and the closed portholes, a chill, damp air invaded his stateroom. The wind had increased to a gale. It beat furiously against the boat, which rocked in the uneven gusts. The distant pounding of the breakers brought a mournful undertone across the dunes. The stealthy passage of the tide suggested the flight of such creatures as Miller knew must live and torture in Tony’s superstitious imagination.
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  Convinced that he could not sleep, Miller lay brooding over Anderson’s story, sympathising under the stress of this night more and more with Anderson and Molly. Towards morning, however, he must have dropped off, for, when he opened his eyes, the low sun was shining through the port. The charnel house atmosphere had been dissipated. The Dart lay on an even keel. Tony was up. The welcome odour of coffee entered the stateroom.




  Slipping on his bathrobe. Miller hurried to the deck, jumped overboard, and fought that racing tide until it was on the point of vanquishing him.




  When he was dressed Tony brought him his coffee. He sat on deck sipping it, calmly appraising his surroundings, almost gleefully aware of the retreat of last night’s fancies.




  He could see the fisherman’s boat now, anchored a third of a mile away, close to the shore of the island. It was, as Anderson had said, low, filthy, ancient; but its deck was empty, its owner nowhere to be seen.




  Miller’s eyes followed the tangled shoreline in the hope of glimpsing the coquina house. But the thicket was unbroken as far as two gigantic mounds of white sand which stretched eastward from near the river end of the island and evidently separated the river and the inlet. From the tide Miller knew there must be an opening to the sea somewhere down there. Probably the inlet made a sweep to the east and ran out between the mounds and the dunes. The tradition that buccaneers had used the inlet was perfectly understandable to Miller. Screened from the marshes by the island and from the sea by the dunes, with a heavy fall of tide, it had been an ideal spot for the careening of pirate craft.




  The sun was higher now in a clear sky behind the dunes. The white grains and the polished sea shells here and there glinted jewel-like in its rays. On the summits tufts of long, slender grass waved languidly in a light breeze. It was already warm.




  Tony came in and took the cup and saucer. He was about to descend when he paused with a long intake of breath. That same pallor came into his face, that same fixed terror into his eyes as he stared across the dunes.




  “What are you gaping at now?” Miller asked good-naturedly.




  The lips opened. Tony whispered :




  “Look! In—in white!”




  During that outburst of yesterday there had been, Miller recalled, something about a woman in white, presumably the shade of the Algerian. He smiled.




  “Come, Tony! Not by broad daylight. You only make yourself ridiculous.”




  “Look!” Tony repeated. He pointed.




  Miller gazed across the dunes, shading his eyes. There was something there, close to the sea; something white; something that moved—a woman or a girl.




  He sprang up. Laughing, he jumped to the lower deck and drew in the dingy.




  “There’s one ghost I’ll lay for you, Tony.”




  “Don’t go,” the native begged.




  Miller stepped into the boat, pushed off, and with a few strong strokes reached the dunes. He was curious. He reacted to an exciting impulse. Who was this early morning adventurer in white who moved across an empty shore! It might be the girl of whom Anderson had spoken—that ” queer” girl about whom he had maintained so puzzling a reserve.




  He hurried among the dunes, no longer able to see the figure in white. But he remembered where it had stood, not more than a quarter of a mile away. He crossed rapidly in that direction, pausing only when the advisability of caution impressed him. It would riot do to assume the usual at Captain’s Island. It was far from ordinary that the girl should be there at all, clothed in this fashion. He was by no means sure that he would offer her a welcome encounter. She might try to elude him. Yet he had made a boast of the affair to Tony. He wanted to convince Tony and himself that the normal was not altogether foreign to the place. He planned, therefore, to step from the dunes to the beach almost at her elbow, but at the last dune he paused too long, fascinated by what he saw thus at close range.




  She was a young girl, not more than twenty, he thought, although at first he couldn’t see her face. She was not tall, and she was very slender. As she stood, clothed in a long, clinging robe of soft, white stuff, bending forward to the breeze, gazing across the waves, she might have been a figure, animated and released from a Grecian marble. Her hair, unloosed, was yellow and reached below her waist. The breeze lifted vagrant strands which the sun caught and turned to gold. And when she turned, as though his presence had been communicated to her in some exceptional manner, he saw that she was beautiful with an elfin face.




  So they stared at each other for a moment across the sand. His eyes wavered. With a strong effort he forced them back to hers. He was bewildered by her beauty, by her unexpected grace, by her steady regard. The phrases he had formed, his questions, were forgotten. It was as though in that first glance the girl had closed his mind to everything except her physical presence which, after all, seemed scarcely physical. A wild thought sprang against his reason. Tony’s whisper! His talk of the woman in white! He would prove that if only to convince Tony. So, sea and sky laughing at him, he stepped forward.




  She relaxed her curving pose, moving back until the water was foaming at her feet. Then he saw that her feet were bare.




  It had been only a moment, yet he knew he must speak. He succeeded haltingly.




  “You’ll forgive the curiosity of a Crusoe. My man said you must be a ghost. I’d like—”




  He broke off, because his voice mocked him as though he were addressing emptiness.




  Her face had shown no change. He was suddenly aware of a barrier between them. The feeling angered him. He held out his hand. He forced himself to move toward her. Like a flash she turned and ran up the beach.




  Afterwards, when he reviewed the encounter, he was amazed, worried. He only knew that the voice of custom had been silent, and that he had answered to a new voice which he had not dreamed of questioning. From where had this voice come, and how had it reached him I He tried to tell himself that it was the desire to go back to Tony with his boast fulfilled beyond argument, for otherwise Tony would not have understood, would not have believed. But that was not satisfying. It might have been their isolation on a deserted beach and the challenge of her flight. Or, since it puzzled him most, that feeling of a barrier could have been responsible. At any rate the world narrowed for a few moments to the strip of beach and dunes. It contained only himself and this girl who ran from him as though he had violated a perpetual and prized solitude. He determined to come up with her and dispel her selfish fancy.




  “Wait!” he called. “I only want to ask—”




  Again that sense of emptiness mocked him. He ran. Although he knew he should be able to catch up with her almost immediately, she gained at first. And against this feeling of a barrier his determination strengthened. He ran stumblingly, his hands held in front of him, a growing stubbornness whipping him on. He went faster. He forgot to call out reassuringly. With a startled glance over her shoulder she turned in and darted among the dunes. He followed, breathing hard, his mind closed.




  He saw her across the slope of a dune, not ten feet away. And now the serene expression of her elfin face altered. There was fear in her eyes. He wondered afterwards that he had not spoken to her then. But the barrier was down. Nothing remained but the end which her inexcusable flight had made necessary.




  The end came sooner than he had expected. Cat-like, he walked around the dune. She started back. He turned as though he would go the other way to head her off. She stopped, at a loss. Suddenly he swung, and, tinglingly aware of the soft flesh beneath the robe, grasped her arms above the elbows. He laughed nervously. He stared at her wide eyes and at her face from which the colour had fled.




  She strained away from him, yet there was no confidence and little strength in her effort. He let her go. Covering her face, she sank back against the slope of the dune, while the sand, whispering, slipped past her. She drew her bare feet beneath her robe. Her hair fell forward, veiling her face and hands.




  “How could you do that?” she asked.




  Her voice was so low and soft he scarcely heard it. Oddly, the question held no reproach.




  He sat down beside her.




  “Why did you run?” he asked.




  “I—I was frightened.”




  “That is not the reason,” he said conclusively. “You were not frightened at first when you ran up the beach. I saw your face.”




  She shivered.




  “No,” she said. “I cannot lie to you.”




  Then the world rushed back to him. He remembered Tony and the boat a quarter of a mile away, the island, the plantation, Anderson and Molly. How had he ever accomplished this aberrant thing? He dug his fingers in the sand, and watched the grains form minute, beautiful patterns. He scarcely dared look at her. He was appalled, ashamed.




  “Really, you shouldn’t have run like that,” he said apologetically. “You know I’m not an ogre.”




  She turned. Her fear had gone. As she looked at him, surprised, he realised more than ever that she was very lovely.




  “But you—why did you follow me?” she asked.




  He considered. He had no convincing answer.




  “Perhaps it was because I wanted to alter the bad opinion your flight suggested. Frankly, it was an impulse. I can’t say where it came from.”




  “You should not have followed me,” she said gravely.




  She arose.




  “Now you will let me go.”




  “Wait!”




  He laughed lightly.




  “Since you recall my ability to catch you, please don’t make me exercise it immediately.”




  “What do you wish of me?” she asked with a show of anger.




  “Please sit down and tell me of yourself. Can you blame me for being curious?”




  Her anger died. She laughed back at him. She sat down.




  “Since you want so little,” she said.




  “Then what were you doing on this deserted strip of sand?”




  She flushed.




  “I often come—to swim. The ocean is better than the inlet for that.”




  “Better, perhaps, but not as safe. The undertow—”




  “It is safe,” she cried. “The sea and I are friends.”




  “There is something elusive about you. It is hard to ask ordinary questions. But where have you come from?” Where do you live!”




  Yet he knew, or he thought he knew, when he asked her.




  “Must I tell you that, too?”




  “It is very important.”




  “Why?” she asked.




  “Can’t you guess? I want to see you again.”




  “No.” she said.




  “Yes. It is the only possible sequel. And if you make me run after you, you ought to tell me where to run.”




  She was troubled. She spoke almost inaudibly.




  “You must not run after me again.”




  “Where, then?” he urged.




  She hesitated. She pointed across the dunes.




  “On Captain’s Island?”




  “Yes.”




  “In the plantation house?”




  She nodded.




  “Then you rowed across the inlet. You didn’t see my boat?”




  “I rowed across the upper end. If I had seen your boat I would have turned back.”




  “For once,” he laughed, “the Dart’s insignificance is triumphant. And your father—he encourages these dangerous excursions?”




  “They are not dangerous. I tell you the sea and I are friends. Besides—”




  She smiled.




  “I think you haven’t looked at your watch.”




  He drew out his watch. It was scarcely half past six.




  “But if I don’t go quickly I might not be able to come back again.”




  Miller arose. He helped her up.




  “Then of course,” he agreed, “the secret must be kept. Only I wish you might stay a little longer. Since you seem inclined to forgive my incomprehensible impulse—my schoolboy pursuit—”




  He broke off, a little bewildered.




  “There is a good deal I’d like to ask you,” he went on. “It has been very unusual.”




  “Very—unusual,” she repeated uncertainly.




  He took her hand in farewell.




  “At any rate,” he said, “I shall see you again.”




  “Don’t see me again,” she begged.




  “I shall call at the plantation. You will be there! You will see me?”




  She would not meet his eyes.




  “Don’t see me again.”




  “But why! I wish it very much. Will you see me when I call?”




  “I don’t know. I don’t know.” she whispered.




  “You will see me,” he said, and released her hand.




  She ran lightly away from him. Once she glanced back, then she was lost to sight among the dunes.




  




  CHAPTER V


  JAKE’S PREMONITION




  

    Table of Contents


  




  Hands in his pockets, Miller gazed across the rolling sands. He moved once or twice, seeking a less obstructed view, hoping to see the girl’s graceful figure again. At last he filled his pipe and smoked thoughtfully, questioning the whole extraordinary encounter until a sense of its unreality swept him. But this he fought back. It was not what he wished. Granted that his pursuit had been arbitrary and inexplicable even to himself, he desired it to remain a thing accomplished, a corner stone. Yet was it possible he had thrown a command in his last words to her, and, looking into her eyes, had read obedience?




  Certainly he had dealt with no ghost, but a ghost, he felt, might have puzzled him less than this “queer” girl of whom Anderson had spoken with such reserve.




  Queer, she undoubtedly was, and he was by no means sure that in some obscure way his own queer attitude towards her might not be laid at her door. But he was convinced that he had shot wide of the mark when he had asked Anderson if she was off her head.




  He walked back towards the inlet. All at once he realised he had not asked her her name. The last he knew, but it would have been pleasant to have heard her reply, to have known her first name, to have judged whether it fitted her unconformable personality.




  Suddenly he laughed. He saw a wet, bedraggled figure skulking among the dunes in his direction.




  “Stand up, my valiant Tony,” he called. “Your rescue party’s superfluous.”




  Still he appreciated the man’s devotion in swimming from the Dart to bring him aid against the unknown. When he padded up, wringing the water from his shirt, Miller tapped his shoulder.




  “I assure you, Tony, that ghost is flesh and blood; flesh and—”




  The fact needed no iteration. The soft yielding of her arms beneath his grasp had come back to him. The last vestige of unreality fled from the adventure.




  He led Tony to the dingy, whistling cheerily. He breakfasted later with a huge appetite. He realised he was glad Captain’s Island was what it was rather than what he had fancied it before receiving Anderson’s letter.




  His happy humour lasted all morning. Had he tried he could not have disguised its cause, for all morning the strange girl, strangely met, lingered in his mind and tantalised. At times he even forgot his set purpose of watching the fisherman’s tub, which, at least when his eyes were on it, showed no signs of habitation.




  After luncheon he anxiously awaited Molly and Anderson, but it was four o’clock before he saw a row boat put out from shore. Even at that distance he recognised his friends and the man, Jake, at the oars. He stood at the rail until Tony had grasped the painter and helped them to the deck.




  Molly’s appearance shocked Miller more than Anderson’s had done the day before. She was scarcely thirty, and he had always known her as a level-headed, light-hearted woman, unacquainted with life’s darker aspects, and determined, as far as possible, to hold them at arm’s length. Yet to-day she looked old. There were grey lines in her hair. Her manner was nervous. She appeared too slender for her clothes.




  The same constraint that had come to him at his first glimpse of Anderson spoiled his meeting with this other old friend. He tried to throw the feeling off. But Jake, when he spoke to him, added to it. In response to his cheery greeting, Jake whispered:




  “Thank God, you’re here, Mr. Miller. Make them go away. There’s death on the island. You feel it. If we don’t leave it’s going to find some of us.”




  Miller couldn’t smile in the face of this tragic conviction.




  “Don’t tell me you’re getting old and fanciful, Jake.”




  He turned away brusquely. He led Anderson and Molly below to display his comforts. But when, with the air of a museum guide, he pointed out the four French prints, Molly sank on one of the tapestry cushions, hid her face, and began to cry. Anderson put his hand on her shoulder, while Miller looked on helplessly, his morning’s cheerfulness evaporating.




  Anderson cleared his throat.




  “I say, Molly—”




  She checked her outburst.




  “Don’t laugh at me, Jim. Wait until you’ve been in our house—until you’ve slept there just one night.”




  “I’ll angle for an invitation in a few days.”




  “That’s wiser, I suppose,” Anderson said. “But return our call tomorrow.”




  Molly sighed.




  “If we could only have Jim in the house. Some one normal, with a will, and no nerves to speak of.”




  “We’ll let Jim do as he thinks best,” Anderson answered.




  “Molly,” Miller said, “did either Andy or you know you had nerves before you came to Captain’s Island? When it hits back at you this way stubbornness is a vice.”




  “You’re the last one to say that,” she answered. “You of all people! You would have stayed.”




  “I have no belief in the supernatural.”




  “Neither have we,” she said. “Or we didn’t have—One is sure of nothing here. Wait until you’ve stayed a few days, then repeat that with conviction.”




  “I’ll try, and remember this is medicine, so you must swallow it like good children—I find the place attractive, cheerful.”




  “As we did,” Anderson said, “when we saw it at first on a bright day like this.”




  “You forget,” Miller replied, “I came in at dusk last night, and it stormed.”




  “And last night!” Molly cried. “You felt nothing last night? You were satisfied? You were glad to be here?”




  Miller stared back without answering. His morning’s cheerfulness was completely routed.




  “You were not,” she said with conviction. “and soon even the sweetest days will be coloured for you like that.”




  “I wonder,” he said softly.




  He suggested that they have their tea on deck, but Molly was anxious to remain in the saloon. There, she explained, she saw for the first time in two months no reminders of Captain’s Island.




  Miller fostered her illusion by leading the conversation to friends in New York, to happy experiences they had shared there.




  Afterwards they prepared to leave with a reluctance that touched him.




  When they had reached the deck Miller glanced at Tony and Jake forward. He realised immediately his mistake in leaving the two alone together. They sat there, staring at the island. Their faces were pale. When he called sharply Jake arose and stepped into the boat with the air of a somnambulist, while Tony indifferently, almost clumsily, approached the task of loosing the painter.




  After Molly had entered the rowboat Miller yielded to his curiosity. He overcame his embarrassment. He drew Anderson to the opposite rail.




  “There’s some truth,” he confessed, “in what Molly said down there. I did experience some discomfort last night during the storm, but of course it was the loneliness, the oppressive atmosphere, this vicious tide.”




  “I was afraid you might feel it,” Anderson answered, ” although I’d hoped you’d keep above it.”




  “Nothing has developed since we talked yesterday!” Miller asked.




  “Nothing—the night at the coquina house was more than usually disturbed. That’s all.”




  “Well—diet’s see—that girl of whom you spoke—you called her ‘queer.’”




  Anderson glanced up, interested. Miller lowered his voice to a halting whisper.




  “Isn’t there something more you can tell me about her?”




  “You haven’t seen her!” Anderson asked quickly.




  Miller couldn’t go the whole way. Either a sense of discomfort caused by his attitude towards the girl, or a desire to isolate the knowledge of the adventure to its two protagonists, made him glide over Anderson’s question.




  “I’m only more curious since I’ve seen the place. You can’t blame me. Such a girl as you describe, wandering about this lonely island! Since you think it best I’ll wait and see for myself. But her father—Morgan—he’ll run out and do the honours?”




  “Of course,” Anderson said, ” unless that girl—”




  “Always that girl!” Miller said irritably. “Why do you make such an enigma of her?”




  “Because,” Anderson answered simply, “that is what she is—an enigma, a mystery; and, after all, I couldn’t tell you much beyond that.”
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  It was clear and still that night. Although he was not entirely free from the oppressive, indefinable sensations of the previous evening, Miller slept better. Tony, on his part, behaved in the same disturbing manner, sitting silent and motionless in the kitchen doorway until Miller went to bed, then extinguishing his lamp with evident reluctance.




  The daylight, however, brought Miller’s cheerfulness back to him. He was early on deck, scanning the dunes expectantly; but the girl did not come to the beach that morning. Miller was sorry. He grew discontented.




  A small gasoline launch rounded the end of the island at eight o’clock. Miller reawakened to a sense of interest as it chugged noisily in the direction of the Dart. It probably held Morgan. By deft questioning he might learn something of the girl’s personality from her father. Why not, indeed, say to Morgan: “I met your daughter on the beach yesterday”! But he remembered he shared the secret of those early morning excursions with her. Moreover, his effort with Anderson had convinced him that he could not speak casually of her.




  Morgan was a small man, past fifty, with a stout, pleasant face and a ready smile. He stepped aboard, introducing himself easily.




  “Please be frank if you don’t care to be disturbed. I thought I’d run over and see. I live in the house at the end of the island. My name’s Morgan.”




  “I’m glad you’ve come,” Miller answered warmly. “I hoped some one from that delightful house would.”




  “I suppose you’re cruising up the coast.” Morgan said.




  “Yes—anchored here night before last. I find it so attractive I’m in no great hurry to go on.”




  Morgan laughed.




  “When the impulse comes, think of us and resist it. A boat in the inlet is an event. Yours is the first in three months.”




  Miller pointed at the apparently deserted fisherman’s craft Morgan shrugged his shoulders. A shadow crossed his face.




  “No company. A sour native. You see the Andersons and my household are the whole community. Have you met the Andersons!”




  “They rowed out yesterday.”




  “Now that you know us all you must let us see a lot of you.”




  “I want to,” Miller said. “I’m anxious to look at that old place of yours. It must have a history.”




  “Too much history,” Morgan answered drily. ” Still it doesn’t do to run down one’s own possessions—particularly when economy chains one to them. Come when you wish. Naturally, you’re never likely to find me far away. “




  Morgan remained, chatting, for only a few minutes. Miller pressed him to stay, for the little man amused him with his genial air and a dry humour. Morgan, however, refused, saying he had promised to go to Sandport with Anderson that morning.




  As he watched the launch disappear around the bend Miller lost patience with himself. Why had he found it impossible to speak of the girl to her father? That afternoon, at least, he would take himself in hand. He would open a campaign. He would call on the Andersons early, and afterwards return Morgan’s call. He had told the girl to see him at the plantation house, and he recalled the shrinking obedience in her eyes. If he did not see her he would throw off this unaccustomed embarrassment. He would force himself to speak of her to Morgan.




  As soon as he had lunched he told Tony to row him ashore. They landed a quarter of a mile below the fisherman’s tub. He directed Tony to return to the Dart. He said he would hail him when he wished to leave the island. Then he took the path which Anderson had indicated.




  Stunted cedars and oaks met in a thick roof overhead, and an undergrowth of scrub palmettos and creeping vines was tangled waist-high between the trunks. The thought of snakes was inevitable. An army of them might have lurked unseen within a foot of where he walked. He stepped carefully, looking at the ground, keeping his ears open.




  Before he had gone half a mile the path widened into a small clearing from the rear of which the coquina house rose with grey, uncompromising solidity. The trees cast heavy shadows across its square front, and over the roof of the tiny stable to its left, Miller paused. The agent had been right. This was lonelier, more enclosed than Morgan’s place.




  Molly had evidently been on the lookout, for she ran eagerly down the verandah steps to meet him.




  “Jim! I’m so very glad you’ve come,” she called.




  “Where is Andy?” he asked, taking her hand.




  “Had to go to Martinsburg,” she answered, “—simply had to. An important letter from his brokers. He had to see a lawyer right away and sign some papers. You can imagine how he hated it. If he hadn’t known you were coming—”




  “But he’ll get back on the little boat this afternoon!”




  “Unless this business positively chains him. In that case he thought you would change your plans and stay here with Jake and me.”




  “Of course I’d stay. That would be necessary.”




  “We’ll know a little after six,” she said. “Mr. Morgan went as far as Sandport with him to order some things for us both. I’ve been expecting him to come by.”




  She laughed uncomfortably.




  “You see, Jim, I’ve been stark alone in this ghastly place since luncheon.”




  “Jake?” he asked.




  “He started for a walk.”




  “Here! Without company! I gathered yesterday—”




  “Jake,” she said, “Was trying to ripen an acquaintance with the Morgans’ cook. You’re right Nothing less compelling would draw him so far afield alone on this island. And it’s such a bright day I didn’t think I’d mind his going. I urged him to go. A little relaxation—a little something cheering to think about—you don’t know what that means to him, Jim. He ought to be back soon.”




  Miller turned towards the verandah, but Molly seemed to prefer the clearing. She made excuses for lingering there, pointing out the small view of the inlet which Jake had achieved by cutting away a few of the thickest trees, and describing the canvases which Anderson had planned but had been unable to carry through.




  “Why, when the axe was working,” Miller asked, “didn’t you tear out that mass of undergrowth which threatens to swallow the house from the rear?”




  “Jake’s been afraid to go in,” she answered. “He says he knows it’s full of snakes. Looks as though it might be, doesn’t it? We haven’t dared take the responsibility of forcing him to work there against his own judgment.”




  “Mayn’t I see the house?” he asked. “I acknowledge you and Andy have some reason. Its exterior has a frowning, inhospitable air.”




  She walked slowly to the verandah. She held the screen door open, motioning him to enter.




  He stepped into a large, square, windowless hall. Even with the door open it was difficult to see at first, and he was chilled by the same revolting atmosphere that had crept into his stateroom two nights before.




  He shivered.




  “You ought to keep a light and a fire burning here.”




  “It’s warm enough outside, isn’t it! Whole house is like this. We keep the doors and windows wide, but the heat and light appear to prefer the open.”




  “Sensible elements!” Miller muttered.




  The entire building housed this air of chill decay, and, although the rooms were large and comfortably furnished. Miller was restless in all of them. Molly’s listening attitude troubled him. He wandered from parlour to library to diningroom, and even to the kitchen. All bore testimony to Molly’s devotion and determination. Molly, Miller made up his mind, must be rewarded-No matter what happened he would see her and Anderson through to the recapture of the mental peace for which they were suffering on here.




  “Smoke, Jim,” Molly whispered when they were back in the hall.




  “Why do we whisper?” Miller asked.




  “Then you do feel something?” Molly demanded.




  He would not listen to his momentary doubt. Pushing the screen door open, he stepped into the sunlight of the clearing. The doubt became nothing.




  “Of course not,” he said. “What do you think?”




  “Then don’t,” Molly begged. “You mustn’t. But you didn’t go upstairs. Will you!”




  “Not now, “Miller answered. “I don’t want to discount my first dreadful night in one of those bedrooms. When I do stay you mustn’t fail to entertain me with your choicest spirits. “




  “Perhaps there’ll be none for you,” Molly said wistfully. “That would mean just nerves for Andy and me.”




  “I’ll prove it,” he laughed.




  He sat down on the verandah and chatted pleasantly until Molly smiled and laughed with him.




  Morgan appeared about half past four on his way home from Sandport. Miller hailed him. Molly had just brought out the tea things, and Morgan looked at them longingly.




  “May I?”




  Molly beckoned.




  “A party!” she called.




  “That collection of huts,” Morgan said as he came up and sat down,” seemed such a metropolis I hated to leave it, so I lingered, ordering much more than I really needed. If Mr. Miller stays on I think I’ll give a party myself in a day or two.”




  Miller laughed.




  “Then there’ll be one on the Dart.”




  “We’ll capture the air of a real winter resort yet,” Morgan said.




  He picked up the cup of tea which Molly had poured and looked around with an air of contentment.




  “If Andy were only back to enjoy this!” Molly sighed. “Did he say anything more?”




  “He expected to catch the boat down to Sandport.”




  “I hope nothing keeps him. You know I’m getting worried. I can’t imagine where Jake is. I think he walked over to flirt with your cook.”




  Morgan’s eyes twinkled.




  “That,” he said, “adds to the air of a true winter resort”




  “But it isn’t like him,” she said uneasily. “He doesn’t know about you two. He wouldn’t be likely to leave me alone so long.”




  “Time is no match for amorous skirmishing,” Miller said.




  Yet, watching Molly, he saw her anxiety grow, needlessly, he thought. When, therefore, Morgan arose after an hour, he asked if he might not accompany him.




  “I had promised myself to call on you this afternoon,” he explained, “and I will hunt up Jake and hurry him back.”




  “Company through that piece of woods,” Morgan said, “is always a blessing.”




  Miller turned to Molly.




  “If I shouldn’t see him I’ll report here immediately, if I may.”




  “If you would—” she said, relieved.




  He joined Morgan at the foot of the steps. They crossed the clearing and walked down the path to the shore where he had landed.




  “I’m glad I’ve a guide,” Miller said.




  Morgan laughed.




  “I’m glad to have some one to guide. Wait until you’ve seen the path from the shore to the quarters. It would make a Stanley long for Darkest Africa.”




  “I’ve noticed,” Miller said with a smile, “that you dwellers in this place answer to its loneliness surprisingly.”




  “I’ve prided myself on my resistance,” Morgan answered, “but the Andersons and I have had a long winter of it. I—I think the place has gotten a little on our nerves. Don’t you judge any of us too harshly, young man, until you’ve been here a reasonable length of time yourself. Then, perhaps, you’ll get our standpoint. For instance, while I’m not the least superstitious, the path we are going to take from the shore to the old quarters has an unpleasant effect on us all. It comes down to this : We prefer to walk it by day. Why? I don’t know. I can only repeat that I have no belief in the abnormal.”




  They had reached the shore. Morgan pointed to an opening in the jungle.




  “There’s the path. Maybe you’ll see what I mean.”




  Immediately they had entered the forest, Miller did, indeed, see. He understood, too, after a moment, why the agent had failed to reach the quarters. The trees and underbrush were so thick that he had an impression of walking in a low, narrow tunnel. He had another fancy that the sharp palmetto scrub along the edges was a warning chevaux de frise before a citadel impossible of assault.




  It was necessary to go in single file, so Morgan stepped ahead. He no longer spoke, and, in the half light of that thicket, breathing the heavy air of vegetable decay, Miller found his own silence compelled.




  They continued for five minutes, during which Miller combatted and tried to analyse this atmosphere, this deadening impulse to silence. He had made up his mind to break the spell, to speak, when Morgan suddenly stopped with a gasping intake of breath.




  Miller saw his companion’s shoulders grow rigid, saw him slowly turn and reveal a pallid face and startled eyes.




  Miller broke the silence now. His own heart was jumping.




  “What is it! What did you see!”




  Morgan didn’t answer, but over his shoulder Miller saw; and he knew that Anderson’s fear had been justified, that Jake’s prophecy had been fulfilled, for a man’s outstretched body was half hidden by the warning chevaux de frise. One booted leg lay eloquently across the narrow, ugly path.
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  Miller had no doubts from the first. He called with a queer catch in his voice :




  “Jake!”




  But Jake did not answer. The tortured posture cried out the reason.




  Miller put his hand unsteadily on Morgan’s shoulder.




  “Go ahead,” he said hoarsely. “Let’s see. Let’s do—”




  “Do” Morgan echoed. “There’s nothing to do. He’s dead. Here—”




  His voice broke off. He stepped forward haltingly. They reached the body and stared down at it with eyes that sought hope hopelessly.




  There was no doubt as to the cause of death. The left trouser leg was drawn up. Two holes showed above the ankle. It was easy to reconstruct the tragedy.




  Jake had heard enough about rattlesnakes since he had been on Captain’s Island to snatch at his only chance. So, instead of attempting to run to the coquina house or the plantation, he had evidently sat down in this jungle which had so justly terrified him and done his best to fasten a tourniquet above the wound. His torn handkerchief and a broken stick showed how hard he had tried. He had never risen again. Perhaps it was too late when his repeated experiments had failed, or, perhaps, his terror had held him prisoner. At any rate there they found him, doubtless within a few feet of where the snake had struck.




  Anderson’s words of two nights ago when he had spoken of his fancy of the snakes rushed back to Miller.




  “Lately we’ve feared they were growing daring, were getting ready to strike.”




  And there also came back to Miller Anderson’s fear that the death of Molly’s pet had been a warning from the snakes.




  A snake had struck and death had followed, yet. Miller told himself, there could be no possible connection between that tragedy and the alleged supernatural manifestations which had so torn the nerves of his friends. Morgan’s first words, however, reached him with a sense of shock.




  “In this path! By heavens, it isn’t safe. It was here, just about here, that Mrs. Anderson’s cat was struck the other day. We didn’t think enough of that. We haven’t been careful enough.”




  Morgan controlled himself with an effort.




  “Poor devil! And this will hit the Andersons hard—all of us—”




  As he stood, looking down at Jake, Miller thought he noticed something peculiar. He didn’t care to appear fanciful, nor did he wish to give Morgan the impression that his own nerves were running away with him. Moreover, he made up his mind he would have plenty of time to convince himself when Jake had been carried to the house. He spoke of that to Morgan.




  “Yes, yes,” Morgan agreed.




  He glanced at his watch.




  “I wish Anderson was back. Maybe we’d better wait until then.”




  “Yes,” Miller said, “and is there anything we ought to do—some formality? I don’t know much about such things, but it seems to me—”




  “By all means. It’s a coroner’s case,” Morgan answered. “We must avoid getting tangled up in any unfamiliar red tape.”




  Miller nodded.




  “We’re practically certain to run against a country official who’ll probably use all the ceremony possible to impress us with his importance. But what can we do? I suppose Sandport—”




  “It’s only a collection of fishermen’s huts,” Morgan answered, “but I believe the coroner for this coast section has his headquarters there. I guess it’s best to notify him.”




  He turned away.




  “This is hard to grasp.”




  “It has to be grasped,” Miller said firmly. “It’s getting late. What we have to do should be done at once.”




  “You’re right,” Morgan answered. “It’s the safest scheme. I’ll send my man to Sandport to report the case and bring back the coroner. If he hurries they ought to return a little after dark. Then he can authorise the removal. Besides Anderson ought to be back by that time.”




  “If he only comes!” Miller muttered. “There’s a possibility he won’t, you know. Anyhow, go ahead. I’ll stay here with Jake until the errand’s done, until we’ve satisfied all the pitiful formalities.”




  He paused. He bit his lip.




  “But there’s Mrs. Anderson. Confound it! Why isn’t Anderson here? She must be told. If neither Jake nor I shows up as I arranged with her, she’ll be frantic with anxiety. If you don’t mind you’d better tell your man to stop and give her the facts.”




  “It won’t do,” Morgan said. “One of us must take that task, unpleasant as it is. I’ll try to do it myself. I’ll hurry on to the plantation and get my man off, then I’ll go to the coquina house and do the best I can.”




  Morgan started up the path, but after he had taken a few steps he turned back.




  “You don’t mind staying here? It won’t be long.”




  Miller shook his head, and Morgan went on. The forest closed behind him and hid his hurrying figure.




  Miller lighted his pipe, but the smoke seemed to thicken the heavy atmosphere. Instead of soothing it irritated his nerves. After a moment he let the pipe go out. So this was the end of his joyous and determined plans to call at the plantation and force, if possible, another interview with the ” queer” girl! He frowned. It seemed that there was always something arising to limit his knowledge of her to that mystifying encounter on the beach.




  In a few minutes Morgan appeared with his man. He had evidently explained the situation, for the fellow’s face was white and frightened, and he went by almost at a run with averted head.




  “I’ll be back as soon as I can,” Morgan said as he went on to the shore and his disquieting task at the coquina house.




  Alone again, Miller settled himself to wait and watch. The light was already failing in that thick vegetation. For some moments he paced up and down, glancing at Jake, dead in this unspeakable way. But that peculiar impression he had received troubled him. He made up his mind, coroner or no coroner, to satisfy himself immediately. He approached the body on tiptoe. He knelt beside it. He leaned over. He even raised one of the wrists to examine the under side. His impression had not been pure fancy. The skin of the wrists appeared to have been bruised. He could detect what might have been abrasions. But it was all very little. As he arose and pondered, the picture Anderson had drawn of the tongue-tied, powerful fisherman, outlined against the coloured sky, came into his mind and lingered. Yet he had not even seen the man himself, and that picture was unquestionably the expression of the hatred Anderson had formed for him. Anyway these slight marks might merely be testimony of some escapade, some accident, several days old; for that matter, mute reminders of Jake’s struggles to fasten the tourniquet above the wound. But the feeling of the place crept into Miller’s material brain. While the light continued to fail he resumed his pacing.




  Morgan was back in half an hour. He was breathing hard as though he had come quickly through the darkening path. He carried Anderson’s shot gun. He handed it to Miller.




  “I thought it might be some company,” he explained, “because I—”




  “And Mrs. Anderson?” Miller asked.




  Morgan waved his hand in a helpless gesture.




  “If her nerves hadn’t been in such a state anyway!” he said. “I did the best I could, but it was hard—hard. I offered to stay with her, but she preferred to be alone until her husband came. She said it would only be a few minutes. If he’s coming, it will.”




  “The boat might be late,” Miller said.




  “We’ll hope that’s it. You’re sure you don’t mind waiting here for the coroner, because I ought to be at the plantation. You see—”




  He paused. Miller wondered if it was the girl who was calling him back. Morgan cleared his throat and verified his guess.




  “My daughter is alone there, except for the cook. I am not in the habit—I suppose I ought to go back.”




  “Certainly,” Miller said. “I’m right as can be here until the others arrive.”




  “Come for me if you need me,” Morgan directed. “And tell the Andersons they’d better run on over and spend the night at the plantation. It won’t be very pleasant for them in the coquina house after this. If they’ve any scruples about leaving tell them to keep my man to help in any way he can. “




  Miller thanked him absent-mindedly. Since Morgan had introduced the subject himself, here was an exceptional chance to speak of the girl, to lift, perhaps, the veil from her uncommon and fascinating personality. He crushed down the desire to speak. He couldn’t do it under these circumstances. So, reluctantly, he saw Morgan go.




  It was nearly dark now. He was glad Morgan had brought the gun. He liked the feel of the sleek barrels as he carried it cradled under his arm.




  The dusk deepened. Infernally the minutes lengthened. The night had an oily quality. He could almost feel it slipping down, thickly, chokingly. Pretty soon he couldn’t see the path. Jake’s body, which had grown dimmer and dimmer, was no longer before his eyes. The branches were so thick that he couldn’t be sure the stars were shining. Once or twice he stumbled, and he stood still, not daring to move for fear of leaving the path to flounder helplessly in that thicket whose revolting life had already done for one of them.




  He heard rustling sounds increasing about him. He was practically certain that they were leaves whispering in the breeze, yet that feeling of the snakes, of which Anderson had spoken, came to him in all its force. It was easy to fancy these rustling sounds were made by snakes circling him and slowly closing their circle. It was difficult for him to argue reasonably as he stood by black night in the heavy repellent atmosphere of that forest, in a place he knew was avoided for two things : the supernatural and poisonous snakes. Jake’s invisible body testified how deservedly. Those sly noises, such as snakes might make, grew everywhere about him. And he was defenceless, to all purposes a blind man, unable to avoid the creeping horror.




  He realised now the state of mind into which the island had thrown Anderson and Molly. He held his nerves in leash by a severe effort of the will. He lost all track of time. It seemed to him that midnight must have come and gone before he saw a lantern waving through the jungle.




  “Here they are,” he thought. “I’m not sorry this is ended.”




  But it was Molly, bravely strangling her terror, coming through the forest alone.




  “Molly!” he called. “What’s the matter?”




  She started to run. She had almost reached him when he saw her go down. He heard the tinkling of the lantern chimney as it shattered. He put out his hands against the darkness rushing in again. He stumbled towards her. He found her. He got his arms around her and lifted her up. She was half laughing, half crying—laughing hysterically from her accident and her relief at finding him, and crying because of her grief and her fear.




  Anderson, she said, must have missed his boat for he had not returned. Morgan’s man had come back from Sandport alone. The coroner had refused to follow until morning. He had made no comprehensible excuse. Evidently he shared the general, ignorant fear of Captain’s Island. Even duty had failed to drag him there after dark.




  Miller groaned.




  “Where is Morgan’s man?” he asked.




  Molly shivered.




  “The coroner must have frightened him. Or else he had some experience on the road from the end of the island of which he won’t speak. When he got to the coquina house he refused to leave even to return to the plantation. Instead he was sitting cowed and shaking, over a blazing fire he’s built in our kitchen. Jim, this is dreadful! I can’t realise. Where—?”




  But Miller reached out and found her arm. He grasped it.




  “No, Molly, that would be foolish. It is dreadful, as you say. But we must face the facts and be sensible. You and Andy must not let this weigh on you. K you can’t rise above it you’ll have to leave Captain’s Island.”




  “Feeling as we do! We can’t.”




  “Then,” he said determinedly, “you can not brood over Jake.”




  He felt her aim tremble.




  “When it’s our fault!”




  “That’s nonsense. Now listen, Molly. You must go right back to the coquina house. It’s hard luck you broke the lantern, but you can follow the path.”




  The muscles of her arm tautened. She drew closer to him.




  “And spend the night there alone, except for that frightened man! Jim, anyway, I came with the lantern, but I can’t—I can’t go through that path alone now, without light. Don’t ask it.”




  Miller was in a quandary. He shrank from the only way out.




  “What time is it?” he asked.




  “It was nine o’clock when I left the house.”




  Six or seven hours to daylight! He knew there was no chance of relief from Morgan. When his man failed to return to the plantation he would naturally conclude that everything had been attended to, and that the Andersons had acted on his suggestion and kept him for the night. There was no other course. Miller decided, indefensible as it was, that it would be wiser to leave Jake to the things that prowl by night than to keep Molly during those long hours in that piece of forest. When he proposed it, however, Molly refused even to consider the plan.




  “Jake’s been faithful to Andy and me for a good many years. If we had let him go back to New York, instead of forcing him to stay here against his will, he would be alive now. No, Jim, we can be faithful to Jake for a few hours no matter what it costs. I’ll stay, Jim. I’ll watch with you. Don’t say anything more.”




  Miller knew that argument was useless. So they stayed and suffered through the night. More than once Miller was tempted to fire his gun in the hope that Morgan might hear and come to them. It wasn’t merely that they could see nothing, that Jake’s body lay so near, even that those stealthy noises such as snakes might make caused their flesh to creep. It was something else; something which, Molly said, you felt in that piece of forest more than anywhere else on the island—felt, and loathed, and couldn’t analyse.
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  They suffered through those hours because they were together, yet when the dawn came they looked at each other as though they had been strangers. Molly, haggard and shaking, went down the path then on her way to the coquina house. Miller watched on alone in the sickly, early light. He pulled himself together with a struggle. It was easier now to find comfort in logic, to assure himself that his agitation had been caused by the night and the loneliness, aided by the state of mind Molly and Anderson had impressed upon him.




  “First thing I know,” he said to himself, “they’ll have me as much under the spell as they are themselves.”




  He could smile a little at that thought even now.




  The night had chilled him. He paced up and down vigorously while the light strengthened. Here and there a sunbeam broke through and flashed across the foliage. He grew ashamed of his uncomfortable emotions of the dark hours.




  It was still early when he saw Morgan walking down the path from the plantation. Morgan stopped, surprised and anxious.




  “Why are you still here? The coroner didn’t come. And Anderson?”




  Miller explained the situation.




  “And I stayed at the house and slept peacefully,” Morgan said with regret. “Why didn’t you run up and get me to help out? I thought when my man didn’t return—”




  “What was the use of disturbing you?” Miller asked.




  “Only,” Morgan answered,” because two might be better than one for an all night watch here—particularly under the circumstances. Some action ought to be taken against that coroner. It was his business to answer the call.”




  Miller laughed a little.




  “After spending the night alone in this piece of woods I’m not so sure there isn’t something to be said in his defence. It’s odd how a little loneliness, a little darkness, and the thought of death will make the poise of the strongest of us topple.”




  “It’s this rotten patch of woods,” Morgan muttered. “I’m proud of my poise, but I wonder if I would have pulled through such a night as fresh as you.”




  “Surely,” Miller said. “One suffers temporarily, then the reaction comes, and you almost want to try it again to prove what a fool you’ve been.”




  But as he spoke Miller knew he did not want to try it again.




  “I was on my way to the coquina house,” Morgan said. “But you’d better let me relieve you until the others come.”




  “Thanks,” Miller answered. “I suppose I ought to report to my man. He was expecting me on the boat for dinner last night. I’ve no doubt he thinks the spooks have carried me off and turned me into a spook myself.”




  He handed Morgan the gun, and went down the path, keeping his eyes open for signs of snakes. That was one element of danger on the island whose existence he was willing to admit




  As he stepped from the woods the sight of the Dart filled him with a sense of unreality. It was, however, the very real nature of the picture which gave birth to this not altogether comfortable impression.




  He paused on the shore and stared, a little bewildered, while his eyes accustomed themselves to the glamour of an unclouded sun above reflecting water that was glass-like. After the heavy shadows of the forest path it seemed a miracle such light should exist at all.




  The Dart appeared to be suspended in the midst of this dazzling spectacle’ Beyond her the dunes had the effect of a mirage. The usually mournful and insistent pounding of the breakers had fallen to an indifferent drone.




  Miller closed his eyes. What he had seen struck him with a sense of shame after his experience in the forest. For a moment he felt physically ill. He bent his mind to the conquest of his weakness. He recalled Tony. He could fancy the native’s frame of mind. After all, he owed Tony the release of that fear. So he opened his eyes again. But there was no one on the deck of the Dart, yet, under the circumstances, he could not imagine Tony waiting below.




  He glanced along the beach and saw the dingy. Then Tony, since he had not passed through the forest, must be at the coquina house, unless, indeed, he had yielded to his panic and left the island altogether.




  He turned and looked at the fisherman’s craft. It floated, filthy and uncared-for. No one was to be seen, nor did its deck disclose any record of recent activity. It lay in the still water like an abandoned hulk. It conveyed the air of tragedy that invariably clings to a wreck when the destroying storm has fled before calm and sunshine. Why, Miller asked himself, should this be so? Why did the fisherman fail persistently to show himself?




  As he walked slowly towards the coquina house he completed the conquest of his disagreeable sensations. There would be work to-day requiring a clear head and strength. With Morgan he would have to divide the responsibility of Molly and the dead until Anderson returned.




  If only there was some way to communicate with Anderson! Unquestionably he would not return until evening when the little boat would come down to Sandport from Martinsburg. It was another reminder of their isolation, of their helplessness.




  When he stepped into the clearing Miller saw Tony and Morgan’s man standing in front of the coquina house. The sight of Tony was a tonic for Miller. It helped rout the last of his uneasy thoughts. For Tony’s face was white. As Morgan’s man talked to him he glanced repeatedly over his shoulder. He raised his hands once or twice. They shook.
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