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    PROTEUS ISLAND

..................

    
    THE BROWN MAORI IN THE bow of the outrigger stared hard at Austin Island slowly swimming nearer; then he twisted to fix his anxious brown eyes on Carver. “Taboo!” he exclaimed. “Taboo! Aussitan taboo!”

    Carver regarded him without change of expression. He lifted his gaze to the island. With an air of sullen brooding the Maori returned to his stroke. The second Polynesian threw the zoologist a pleading look.

    “Taboo,” he said. “Aussitan taboo!”

    The white man studied him briefly, but said nothing. The soft brown eyes fell and the two bent to their work. But as Carver stared eagerly shoreward there was a mute, significant exchange between the natives.

    The proa slid over green combers toward the foam-skirted island, then began to sheer off as if reluctant to approach. Carver’s jaw squared. “Malloa! Put in, you chocolate pig. Put in, do you hear?”

    He looked again at the land. Austin Island was not traditionally sacred, but these natives had a fear of it for some reason. It was not the concern of a zoologist to discover why. The island was uninhabited and had been charted only recently. He noted the fern forests ahead, like those of New Zealand, the kauri pine and dammar—dark wood hills, a curve of white beach, and between them a moving dot—an apteryx mantelli, thought Carver—a kiwi.

    The proa worked cautiously shoreward.

    “Taboo,” Malloa kept whispering. “Him plenty bunyip!“

    “Hope there is,” the white man grunted. “I’d hate to go back to Jameson and the others at Macquarie without at least one little bunyip, or anyway a ghost of a fairy.” He grinned. “Bunyip Carveris. Not bad, eh? Look good in natural-history books with pictures.”

    On the approaching beach the kiwi scuttled for the forest—if it was a kiwi after all. It looked queer, somehow, and Carver squinted after it. Of course, it had to be an apteryx; these islands of the New Zealand group were too deficient in fauna for it to be anything else. One variety of dog, one sort of rat, and two species of bat—that covered the mammalian life of New Zealand.

    Of course, there were the imported cats, pigs and rabbits that ran wild on the North and Middle Islands, but not here. Not on the Aucklands, not on Macquarie, least of all here on Austin, out in the lonely sea between Macquarie and the desolate Balleny Islands, far down on the edge of Antarctica. No; the scuttling dot must have been a kiwi.

    The craft grounded. Kolu, in the bow, leaped like a brown flash to the beach and drew the proa above the gentle inwash of the waves. Carver stood up and stepped out, then paused sharply at a moan from Malloa in the stern.

    “See!” he gulped. “The trees, wahi! The bunyip trees!”

    Carver followed his pointing figure. The trees—what about them? There they were beyond the beach as they had, fringed the sands of Macquarie and of the Aucklands. Then he frowned. He was no botanist; that was Halburton’s field, back with Jameson and the Fortune at Macquarie Island. He was a zoologist, aware only generally of the variations of flora. Yet he frowned.

    The trees were vaguely queer. In the distance they had resembled the giant ferns and towering kauri pine that one would expect. Yet here, close at hand, they had a different aspect—not a markedly different one, it is true, but none the less, a strangeness. The kauri pines were not exactly kauri, nor were the tree ferns quite the same Cryptogamia that flourished on the Aucklands and Macquarie. Of course, those islands were many miles away to the north, and certain local variations might be expected. All the same—

    “Mutants,” he muttered, frowning. “Tends to substantiate Darwin’s isolation theories. I’ll have to take a couple of specimens back to Halburton.”

    “Wahi,” said Kolu nervously, “we go back now?”

    “Now!” exploded Carver. “We just got here! Do you think we came all the way from Macquarie for one look? We stay here a day or two, so I have a chance to take a look at this place’s animal life. What’s the matter, anyway?”

    “The trees, wahi!“ wailed Malloa. “Bunyip!—the walking trees, the talking trees!”

    “Bah! Walking and talking, eh?” He seized a stone from the pebbled beach and sent it spinning into the nearest mass of dusky green. “Let’s hear ‘em say a few cuss words, then.”

    The stone tore through leaves and creepers, and the gentle crash died into motionless silence. Or not entirely motionless; for a moment something dark and tiny fluttered there, and then soared briefly into black silhouette against the sky. It was small as a sparrow, but bat-like, with membranous wings. Yet Carver stared at it amazed, for it trailed a twelve-inch tail, thin as a pencil, but certainly an appendage no normal bat ought to possess.

    For a moment or two the creature fluttered awkwardly in the sunlight, its strange tail lashing, and then it swooped again into the dusk of the forest whence his missile had frightened it. There was only an echo of its wild, shrill cry remaining, something that sounded like “Wheer! Whe-e-e-r!“

    “What the devil!” said Carver. “There are two species of Chiroptera in New Zealand and neighboring islands, and that was neither of them! No bat has a tail like that!”

    Kolu and Malloa were wailing in chorus. The creature had been too small to induce outright panic, but it had flashed against the sky with a sinister appearance of abnormality. It was a monstrosity, an aberration, and the minds of Polynesians were not such as to face unknown strangeness without fear. Nor for that matter, reflected Carver, were the minds of whites; he shrugged away a queer feeling of apprehension. It would be sheer stupidity to permit the fears of Kolu and Malloa to influence a perfectly sane zoologist.

    “Shut up!” he snapped. “We’ll have to trap that fellow, or one of his cousins. I’ll want a specimen of his tribe. Rhimolophidae, I’ll bet a trade dollar, but a brand-new species. We’ll net one tonight.”

    The voices of the two brown islanders rose in terror. Carver cut in sharply on the protests and expostulations and fragmentary descriptions of the horrors of bunyips, walking and talking trees, and the bat-winged spirits of evil.

    “Come on,” ‘he said gruffly. “Turn out the stuff in the proa. I’ll look along the beach for a stream of fresh water. Mawson reported water on the north side of the island.”

    Malloa and Kolu were muttering as he turned away. Before him the beach stretched white in the late afternoon sun; at his left rolled the blue Pacific and at his right slumbered the strange, dark, dusky quarter; he noted curiously the all but infinite variety of the vegetable forms, marveling that there was scarcely a tree or shrub that he could identify with any variety common on Macquarie or the Aucklands, or far-away New Zealand. But, of course, he mused, he was no botanist.
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