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I

The Kanaka helmsman put the wheel down and the Malahini slipped into the eye of the wind and righted to an even keel. Her headsails emptied; there was a rat-tat of reef points and quick shifting of boom tackles, and she heeled over and filled away on the other tack. Though it was early morning and the wind brisk the five white men who lounged on the poop deck were scantily clad. David Grief and his guest, Gregory Mulhall, an Englishman, were still in pajamas, their naked feet thrust into Chinese slippers. The captain and mate were in thin undershirts and unstarched duck trousers, while the supercargo still held in his hands the undershirt he was reluctant to put on. The sweat stood out on his forehead and he seemed to thrust his bare chest thirstily into the wind that did not cool.

»Pretty muggy for a breeze like this,« he complained.

»And what's it doing around in the west? That's what I want to know,« was Grief's contribution to the general plaint.

»It won't last and it ain't been there long,« said Hermann, the Holland mate. »She is been chop round all night – five minutes here, ten minutes there, one hour somewhere other quarter.«

»Something makin', something makin',« Captain Warfield croaked, spreading his bushy beard with the fingers of both hands and shoving the thatch of his chin into the breeze in a vain search for coolness. »Weather's been crazy for a fortnight. Haven't had the proper trades in three weeks. Everything's mixed up. Barometer was pumping at sunset last night and it's pumping now, though the weather sharps say it don't mean anything. All the same, I've got a prejudice against seeing it pump. Gets on my nerves, sort of, you know. She was pumping that way the time we lost the Lancaster. I was only an apprentice, but I can remember that well enough. Brand-new four-masted steel ship; first voyage – broke the old man's heart. He'd been forty years in the company. Just faded away and died the next year.«

Despite the wind and the early hour, the heat was suffocating. The wind whispered coolness but did not deliver coolness. It might have blown off the Sahara, save for the extreme humidity with which it was laden. There was no fog or mist, nor hint of fog or mist; yet the dimness of distance produced the impression.

There were no defined clouds; yet so thickly were the heavens covered by a messy cloud pall that the sun failed to shine through.

»Ready about!« Captain Warfield ordered with slow sharpness.

The brown, breechclouted Kanaka sailors moved languidly but quickly to head sheets and boom tackles.

»Hard alee!«

The helmsman ran the spokes over with no hint of gentling and the Malahini darted prettily into the wind and about.

»Jove! She's a witch!« was Mulhall's appreciation. »I didn't know you South Sea traders sailed yachts.«

»She was a Gloucester fisherman originally,« Grief explained, »and the Gloucester boats are all yachts when it comes to build, rig, and sailing.«

»But you're heading right in – why don't you make it?« came the Englishman's criticism.

»Try it, Captain Warfield,« Grief suggested. »Show him what a lagoon entrance is on a strong ebb.«

»Close and by!« the captain ordered.

»Close and by!« the Kanaka repeated, easing half a spoke.

The Malahini laid squarely into the narrow passage, which was the lagoon entrance of a large, long, and narrow oval of an atoll. The atoll was shaped as if three atolls, in the course of building, had collided and coalesced and failed to rear the partition walls. Coconut palms grew in spots on the circle of sand and there were many gaps where the sand was too low to the sea for coconuts, through which could be seen the protected lagoon where the water lay flat like the ruffled surface of a mirror. Many square miles of water were in the irregular lagoon, all of which surged out on the ebb through the one narrow channel. So narrow was the channel, so large the outflow of water, that the passage was more like the rapids of a river than the mere tidal entrance to an atoll. The water boiled and whirled and swirled and drove outward in a white foam of stiff, serrated waves. Each heave and blow on her bows of the upstanding waves of the current swung the Malahini off the straight lead and wedged her as with wedges of steel toward the side of the passage. Part way in she was when her closeness to the coral edge compelled her to go about. On the opposite tack, broadside to the current, she swept seaward with the current's speed.

»Now's the time for that new and expensive engine of yours,« Grief jeered good-naturedly.

That the engine was a sore point with Captain Warfield was patent. He had begged and badgered for it until, in the end, Grief had given his consent.

»It will pay for itself yet,« the captain retorted. »You wait and see. It beats insurance; and you know the underwriters won't stand for insurance in the Paumotus.«

Grief pointed to a small cutter beating up astern of them on the same course.

»I'll wager five francs the little Nuhiva beats us in.«

»Sure!« Captain Warfield agreed. »She's overpowered. We're like a liner alongside of her and we've only got forty horsepower. She's got ten horse, and she's a little skimming dish. She could skate across the froth of hell; but just the same she can't buck this current. It's running ten knots right now.«

And at the rate of ten knots, buffeted and jerkily rolled, the Malahini went out to sea with the tide.

»She'll slacken in half an hour – then we'll make headway,« Captain Warfield said with an irritation explained by his next words. »He has no right to call it Parlay. It's down on the Admiralty charts, and the French charts too, as Hikihoho. Bougainville discovered it and named it from the natives.«

»What's the name matter?« the supercargo demanded, taking advantage of speech to pause with arms shoved into the sleeves of the undershirt. »There it is, right under our nose; and old Parlay is there with the pearls.«

»Who see them pearls?« Hermann queried, looking from one to another.

»It's well known,« was the supercargo's reply. He turned to the steersman. »Tell them, Tai-Hotauri.«

The Kanaka, pleased and self-conscious, took and gave a spoke. »My brother dive for Parlay three-four month and he make much talk about pearl. Hikihoho very good place for pearl.«

»And the pearl buyers have never got him to part with a pearl,« the captain broke in.

»And they say the old man had a hatful for Armande when he sailed for Tahiti,« the supercargo carried on the tale.

»That's fifteen years ago and he's been adding to it ever since – stored the shell as well. Everybody's seen that – hundreds of tons of it. They say the lagoon's fished clean now. Maybe that's why he's announced the auction.«

»If he really sells what he has, this will be the biggest year's output of pearls in the Paumotus,« Grief said.

»I say, now, look here!« Mulhall burst forth, harried by the humid heat as much as the rest of them. »What's it all about? Who's the old beachcomber anyway? What are all these pearls? Why so secretive about it?«

»Hikihoho belongs to old Parlay,« the supercargo answered. »He's got a fortune in pearls, saved up for years and years; and he sent the word out weeks ago that he'd auction them off to the buyers tomorrow. See those schooners' masts sticking up inside the lagoon?«

»Eight – so I see,« said Hermann.

»What are they doing in a dinky atoll like this?« the supercargo went on. »There isn't a schoonerload of copra a year in the place. They've come for the auction. That's why we're here. That's why the little Nuhiva's bumping along astern there – though what she can buy is beyond me. Narii Herring – he's an English Jew half-caste – owns and runs her, and his only assets are his nerve, his debts, and his whisky bills. He's a genius in such things. He owes so much there isn't a merchant in Papeete who isn't interested in his welfare. They go out of their way to throw work in his way. They've got to – and a dandy stunt it is for Narii. Now I owe nobody. What's the result? If I fell down in a fit on the beach they'd let me lie there and die. They wouldn't lose anything. But Narii Herring! What wouldn't they do if he fell in a fit? Their best wouldn't be too good for him. They've got too much money tied up in him to let him lie. They'd take him into their homes and hand-nurse him like a brother. Let me tell you, honesty in paying bills ain't what it's cracked up to be.«

»What's this Narii chap got to do with it?« was the Englishman's short-tempered demand. And, turning to Grief, he said: »What's all this pearl nonsense? Begin at the beginning.«

»You'll have to help me out,« Grief warned the others as he began. »Old Parlay is a character. From what I've seen of him, I believe he's partly and mildly insane. Anyway, here's the story. Parlay's a full-blooded Frenchman. He told me once that he came from Paris. His accent is the true Parisian. He arrived down here in the old days. Went to trading and all the rest. That's how he got in on Hikihoho. Came in trading when trading was the real thing. About a hundred miserable Paumotans lived on the island. He married the Queen – native fashion. When she died everything was his. Measles came through and there weren't more than a dozen survivors. He fed them and worked them, and was King. Now before the Queen died she gave birth to a girl. That's Armande. When she was three he sent her to the convent at Papeete. When she was seven or eight he sent her to France. You begin to glimpse the situation. The best and most aristocratic convent in France was none too good for the only daughter of a Paumotan island king and capitalist – and you know the old-country French draw no color line. She was educated like a princess and she accepted herself in much the same way. Also she thought she was all white and never dreamed of a bar sinister.

Now comes the tragedy. The old man had always been cranky and erratic, and he'd played the despot on Hikihoho so long that he'd got the idea in his head that there was nothing wrong with the King – or the princess either. When Armande was eighteen he sent for her. He had slews and slathers of money, as Yankee Bill would say. He'd built the big house on Hikihoho and a whacking fine bungalow in Papeete. She was to arrive on the mail boat from New Zealand and he sailed in his schooner to meet her at Papeete. And he might have carried the situation off, despite the hens and bull beasts of Papeete, if it hadn't been for the hurricane. That was the year, wasn't it, when Manu-Huni was swept and eleven hundred drowned?«

The others nodded and Captain Warfield said: »I was in the Magpie that blow and we went ashore, all hands and the cook – Magpie and all – a quarter of a mile into the coconuts at the head of Taiohae Bay – and it a supposedly hurricane-proof harbor.«

»Well,« Grief continued, »old Parlay got caught in the same blow and arrived in Papeete with his hatful of pearls three weeks too late. He'd had to jack up his schooner and build half a mile of ways before he could get her back into the sea.

Meantime there was Armande at Papeete. Nobody called on her. She did, French fashion, make the initial calls on the governor and the port doctor. They saw her, but neither of their hen wives was at home to her or returned the call. She was out of caste – without caste – though she had never dreamed it; and that was the gentle way they broke the information to her. There was a gay young lieutenant on the French cruiser. He lost his heart to her, but not his head. You can imagine the shock to this young woman, refined, beautiful, raised like an aristocrat, pampered with the best of old France that money could buy! And you can guess the end.« He shrugged his shoulders. »There was a Japanese servant in the bungalow. He saw it – said she did it with the proper spirit of the samurai. Took a stiletto – no thrust, no drive, no wild rush for annihilation – took the stiletto, placed the point carefully against her heart, and with both hands slowly and steadily pressed home.

Old Parlay arrived after that with his pearls. There was one single one of them, they say, worth sixty thousand francs. Peter Gee saw it and has told me he offered that much for it. The old man went clean off for a while. They had him strait-jacketed in the Colonial Club for two days –«

»His wife's uncle, an old Paumotan, cut him out of the jacket and turned him loose,« the supercargo corroborated.

»And then old Parlay proceeded to eat things up,« Grief went on. »Pumped three bullets into the scalawag of a lieutenant –«

»Who lay in sick bay for three months,« Captain Warfield contributed.

»Flung a glass of wine in the governor's face; fought a duel with the port doctor; beat up his native servants; wrecked the hospital; broke two ribs and the collar-bone of a man nurse – and escaped; went down to his schooner, a gun in each hand, daring the chief of police and all the gendarmes to arrest him, and sailed for Hikihoho. And they say he's never left the island since.«

The supercargo nodded. »That was fifteen years ago, and he's never budged.«

»And added to his pearls,« said the captain. »He's a blithering old lunatic. Makes my flesh creep. He's a regular Finn.«

»What's that?« Mulhall asked.

»Bosses the weather – that's what the natives believe, at any rate. Ask Tai-Hotauri there. Hey, Tai-Hotauri, what you think old Parlay do along weather?«

»Just the same one big weather devil!« came the Kanaka's answer. »I know. He want big blow, he make big blow. He want no wind, no wind come.«

»A regular old warlock,« said Mulhall.

»No good luck, them pearl,« Tai-Hotauri blurted out, rolling his head ominously. »He say he sell. Plenty schooner come. Then he make big hurricane; everybody finish, you see. All native men say so.«

»It's hurricane season now,« Captain Warfield laughed morosely. »They're not far wrong. It's making for something right now; and I'd feel better if the Malahini was a thousand miles away from here.«

»He is a bit mad,« Grief concluded. »I've tried to get his point of view. It's – well, it's mixed. For eighteen years he'd centered everything on Armande. Half the time he believes she's still alive – not yet come back from France. That's one of the reasons he held on to the pearls. And all the time he hates white men. He never forgets they killed her, though a great deal of the time he forgets she's dead.«

»Hello! Where's your wind?«

The sails bellied emptily overhead and Captain Warfield grunted his disgust. Intolerable as the heat had been, in the absence of wind it was almost overpowering. The sweat oozed out on all their faces; and now one and then another drew deep breaths, involuntarily questing for more air.

»Here she comes again – an eight-point haul! Boom tackles across! Jump!«

The Kanakas sprang to the captain's orders and for five minutes the schooner laid directly into the passage – and even gained on the current. Again the breeze fell flat, then puffed from the old quarter, compelling a shift back of sheets and tackles.

»Here comes the Nuhiva,« Grief said. »She's got her engine on. Look at her skim!«

»All ready?« the captain asked the engineer, a Portuguese half-caste, whose head and shoulders protruded from the small hatch just for'ard of the cabin, and who wiped the dripping sweat from his face with a bunch of greasy waste.

»Sure!« he replied.

»Then let her go!«

The engineer disappeared into his den and a moment later the exhaust muffler coughed and spluttered overside; but the schooner could not hold her lead. The little cutter traveled three feet to her two and was quickly alongside and forging ahead.

Only natives were on her deck and the man who was steering waved his hand in derisive greeting and farewell.

»That's Narii Herring,« Grief told Mulhall, »the big fellow at the wheel – the nerviest and most conscienceless scoundrel in the Paumotus.«

Five minutes later a cry of joy from their own Kanakas centered all eyes on the Nuhiva. Her engine had broken down and they were overtaking her. The Malahini's sailors sprang into the rigging and jeered as they went by; the little cutter, heeled over by the wind, was going backward on the tide.

»Some engine, that of ours!« Grief approved as the lagoon opened before them and the course was changed across it to the anchorage.

Captain Warfield was visibly cheered, though he merely grunted: »It'll pay for itself; never fear.«

The Malahini ran well into the center of the little fleet ere she found swinging room to anchor.

»There's Isaacs on the Dolly,« Grief observed with a hand wave of greeting. »And Peter Gee's on the Roberta. Couldn't keep him away from a pearl sale like this. And there's Francini on the Cactus. They're all here – all the buyers. Old Parlay will surely get a price.«

»They haven't repaired the engine yet,« Captain Warfield grumbled gleefully. He was looking across the lagoon to where the Nuhiva's sails showed through the sparse coconuts.

 





II

 

The house of Parlay was a big two-story frame affair, built of California lumber, with a galvanized iron roof. So disproportionate was it to the slender ring of the atoll that it showed out upon the sand strip and above it like some monstrous excrescence. They of the Malahini paid the courtesy visit ashore immediately after anchoring. Other captains and buyers were in the big room examining the pearls that were to be auctioned next day. Paumotan servants, natives of Hikihoho and relatives of the owner, moved about, dispensing whisky and absinthe. And through the curious company moved Parlay himself, cackling and sneering, the withered wreck of what had once been a tall and powerful man. His eyes were deep-sunken and feverish, his cheeks fallen in and cavernous. The hair of his head seemed to have come out in patches and his mustache and imperial had been shed in the same lopsided way.

»Jove!« Mulhall muttered under his breath. »A long-legged Napoleon III – but burnt out, baked, and fire-crackled. And mangy! No wonder he crooks his head to one side. He's got to keep the balance.«

»Goin' to have a blow,« was the old man's greeting to Grief. »You must think a lot of pearls to come a day like this.«

»They're worth going to inferno for,« Grief laughed genially back, running his eyes over the surface of the table covered by the display.

»Other men have already made that journey for them,« old Parlay cackled. »See this one!« He pointed to a large, perfect pearl, the size of a small walnut, that lay apart on a piece of chamois. »They offered me sixty thousand francs for it in Tahiti. They'll bid as much and more for it tomorrow if they aren't blown away. Well, that pearl was found by my cousin – my cousin by marriage. He was a native, you see. Also he was a thief. He hid it. It was mine. His cousin, who was also my cousin – we're all related here – killed him for it and fled away in a cutter to Noo-Nau. I pursued; but the chief of Noo-Nau had killed him for it before I got there. Oh yes, there are many dead men represented on the table there. Have a drink, Captain? Your face is not familiar. You are new in the islands?«

»It's Captain Robinson, of the Roberta,« Grief said, introducing them.

Meantime Mulhall had shaken hands with Peter Gee.

»I never fancied there were so many pearls in the world,« Mulhall said.

»Nor have I ever seen so many together at one time,« Peter Gee admitted.

»What ought they to be worth?« asked Mulhall.

»Fifty or sixty thousand pounds – and that's to us buyers. In Paris ...« He shrugged his shoulders.

Mulhall wiped the sweat from his eyes. All were sweating profusely and breathing hard. There was no ice, and the whisky and absinthe went down lukewarm.

»Yes, yes!« Parlay was cackling. »Many dead men lie on the table there. I know those pearls, all of them. You see those three – perfectly matched, aren't they? A diver from Easter Island got them for me inside a week. Next week a shark got him – took his arm off and blood poison did the business. And that big baroque there – nothing much; if I'm offered twenty francs for it tomorrow I'll be in luck – it came out of twenty-two fathoms of water. The man was from Rarotonga. He broke all diving records. He got it out of twenty-two fathoms. I saw him. And he burst his lungs at the same time, or got the bends; for he died in two hours. He died screaming. They could hear him for miles. He was the most powerful native I ever saw. Half a dozen of my divers have died of the bends. And more men will die – more men will die!«

»Oh, hush your croaking, Parlay!« chided one of the captains. »It ain't going to blow.«

»If I was a strong young man I couldn't get up hook and get out fast enough,« the old man retorted in the falsetto of age. »Not if I was a strong young man with the taste for wine yet in my mouth. But not you. You'll all stay. I wouldn't advise you if I thought you'd go. You can't drive buzzards away from the carrion. Have another drink, my brave sailormen. Well, well! What men will dare for a few little oyster drops! There they are, the beauties! Auction tomorrow at ten sharp. Old Parlay's selling out and the buzzards are gathering – old Parlay, who was a stronger man in his day than any of them and who will see most of them dead yet!«

»If he isn't a vile old beast!« the supercargo of the Malahini whispered to Peter Gee.

»What if she does blow?« said the captain of the Dolly. »Hikihoho's never been swept.«

»The more reason she will be, then,« Captain Warfield answered back. »I wouldn't trust her.«

»Who's croaking now?« Grief reproved.

»I'd hate to lose that new engine before it paid for itself,« Captain Warfield replied gloomily.

Parlay skipped with astonishing nimbleness across the crowded room to where a ship's barometer hung on the wall.

»Take a look, my brave sailormen!« he cried exultantly.

The man nearest read the glass. The sobering effect showed plainly on his face.

»It's dropped ten,« was all he said, yet every face went anxious and there was a restlessness as if every man desired immediately to start for the door.

»Listen!« Parlay commanded.

In the silence the outer surf seemed to have become unusually loud. There was a great, rumbling roar.

»A big sea is beginning to set,« someone said; and there was a movement to the windows, where all gathered.

Through the sparse coconuts they gazed seaward. An orderly succession of huge, smooth seas was rolling down upon the coral shore. For some minutes they gazed on the strange sight and talked in low voices, and in those few minutes it was manifest to all that the waves were increasing in size. It was uncanny, this rising sea in a dead calm, and their voices unconsciously sank lower. Old Parlay shocked them with his abrupt cackle.

»There is yet time to get away to sea, brave gentlemen. You can tow across the lagoon with your whaleboats.«

»It's all right, old man,« said Darling, the mate of the Cactus, a stalwart youngster of twenty-five. »The blow's to the south'ard and passing on. We'll not get a whiff of it.«

An air of relief went through the room. Conversations were started, and the voices became louder. Several of the buyers even went back to the table to continue the examination of the pearls. Parlay's cackle rose higher.

»That's right,« he encouraged. »If the world was coming to an end you'd go on buying.«

»We'll buy these tomorrow,« Isaacs assured him.

»Then you'll be doing your buying in hell!«

The chorus of incredulous laughter incensed the old man. He turned fiercely on Darling.

»Since when have children like you come to the knowledge of storms? And who is the man who has plotted the hurricane courses of the Paumotus? What books will you find it in? I sailed the Paumotus before the oldest of you drew breath. I know! To the eastward the paths of the hurricanes are on so wide a circle they make a straight line. To the westward here they make a sharp curve. Remember your chart. How did it happen the hurricane of '91 swept Auri and Hiolau? The curve, my brave boy, the curve! In an hour, or two or three at most, will come the wind. Listen to that!«

A vast, rumbling crash shook the coral foundations of the atoll. The house quivered to it. The native servants, with bottles of whisky and absinthe in their hands, shrank together as if for protection and stared with fear through the windows at the mighty wash of the wave lapping far up the beach to the corner of a copra shed.

Parlay looked at the barometer, giggled, and leered around at his guests. Captain Warfield strode across to see.

»Twenty-nine seventy-five!« he read. »She's gone down five more. The old devil's right. She's a-coming – and it's me, for one, for aboard!«

»It's growing dark,« Isaacs half whimpered.

»Jove! It's like a stage,« Mulhall said to Grief, looking at his watch. »Ten o'clock in the morning and it's like twilight. Down go the lights for the tragedy. Where's the slow music?«

In answer another rumbling crash shook the atoll and the house. Almost in a panic the company started for the door. In the dim light their sweaty faces appeared ghastly. Isaacs panted asthmatically in the suffocating heat.

»What's your haste?« Parlay chuckled and girded at his departing guests. »A last drink, brave gentlemen!« No one noticed him. As they took the shell-bordered path to the beach he stuck his head out at the door and called: »Don't forget, gentlemen – at ten tomorrow old Parlay sells his pearls!«

 





III

 

On the beach a curious scene took place. Whaleboat after whaleboat was being hurriedly manned and shoved off. It had grown still darker. The stagnant calm continued and the sand shook under their feet with each buffet of the sea on the outer shore. Narii Herring walked leisurely along the sand. He grinned at the very evident haste of the captains and buyers. With him were three of his Kanakas and also Tai-Hotauri.

»Get into the boat and take an oar,« Captain Warfield ordered the latter.

Tai-Hotauri came over jauntily, while Narii Herring and his Kanakas paused and looked on from forty feet away.

»I work no more for you, skipper,« Tai-Hotauri said insolently and loudly; but his face belied his words, for he was guilty of a prodigious wink. »Fire me, skipper,« he huskily whispered with a second significant wink.

Captain Warfield took the cue and proceeded to do some acting himself. He raised his fist and his voice.

»Get into that boat, you swine,« he thundered, »or I'll knock seven bells out of you!«

The Kanaka drew back truculently and Grief stepped between to placate his captain.

»I go to work on the Nuhiva,« Tai-Hotauri said, rejoining the other group.

»Come back here!« the captain threatened.

»He's a free man, skipper,« Narii Herring spoke up. »He's sailed with me in the past and he's sailing with me again – that's all.«

»Come on; we must get on board,« Grief urged. »Look how dark it's getting!«

Captain Warfield gave in, but as the boat shoved off he stood up in the stern sheets and shook his fist ashore.

»I'll settle with you yet, Narii!« he cried. »You're the only skipper in the group who steals other men's sailors.« He sat down and in a lowered voice queried: »Now what's Tai-Hotauri up to? He's on to something; but what is it?«

 

IV

As the boat came alongside the Malahini, Hermann's anxious face greeted them over the rail.

»Bottom fall out from barometer,« he announced. »She goin' to blow. I got starboard anchor overhaul.«

»Overhaul the big one too,« Captain Warfield ordered, taking charge. »And here, some of you, hoist in this boat. Lower her down to the deck and lash her, bottom up.«

Men were busy at work on the decks of all the schooners. There was a great clanking of chains being overhauled; and now one craft and now another hove in, veered, and dropped a second anchor.

Like the Malahini, those that had third anchors were preparing to drop them when the wind showed what quarter it was to blow from.

The roar of the big surf continually grew, though the lagoon lay in mirrorlike calm. There was no sign of life where Parlay's big house perched on the sand. Boat and copra sheds and the sheds where the shell was stored were deserted.

»For two cents I'd up anchors and get out,« Grief said. »I'd do it anyway if it were open sea; but those chains of atolls to the north and east have us pocketed. We've a better chance right there. What do you think, Captain Warfield?«

»I agree with you, though a lagoon is no millpond for riding it out. I wonder where she's going to start from? Hello! There goes one of Parlay's copra sheds!«

They could see the grass-thatched shed lift and collapse, while a froth of foam cleared the crest of the sand and ran down to the lagoon.

»Breached across!« Mulhall exclaimed. »That's something for a starter. There she comes again!«

The wreck of the shed was now flung up and left on the sand crest. A third wave buffeted it into fragments, which washed down the slope toward the lagoon.

»If she blow I would as be cooler yet,« Hermann grunted. »No longer can I breathe. It is damn hot. I am dry like a stove.«

He chopped open a drinking coconut with his heavy sheath knife and drained the contents. The rest of them followed his example, pausing once to watch one of Parlay's shell sheds go down in ruin. The barometer now registered 29. 50.

»Must be pretty close to the center of the area of low pressure,« Grief remarked cheerfully. »I was never through the eye of a hurricane before. It will be an experience for you too, Mulhall. From the speed the barometer's dropped it's going to be a big one.«

Captain Warfield groaned, and all eyes were drawn to him. He was looking through the glasses down the length of the lagoon to the southeast.

»There she comes,« he said quietly.

They did not need glasses to see. A flying film, strangely marked, seemed drawing over the surface of the lagoon. Abreast of it, along the atoll, traveling with equal speed, was a stiff bending of the coconut palms and a blur of flying leaves. The front of the wind on the water was a solid, sharply defined strip of dark-colored, wind-vexed water. In advance of this strip, like skirmishers, were flashes of windflaws. Behind this strip, a quarter of a mile in width, was a strip of what seemed glassy calm. Next came another dark strip of wind – and behind that the lagoon was all crisping, boiling whiteness.

»What is that calm streak?« Mulhall asked.

»Calm,« Warfield answered.

»But it travels as fast as the wind,« was the other's objection.

»It has to, or it would be overtaken and there wouldn't be any calm. It's a double-header. I saw a big squall like that off Savaii once. A regular double-header. Smash! It hit us; then it lulled to nothing and smashed us a second time. Stand by and hold on. Here she is on top of us. Look at the Roberta!«

The Roberta, lying nearest to the wind at slack chains, was swept off broadside like a straw. Then her chains brought her up, bow on to the wind, with an astonishing jerk. Schooner after schooner – the Malahini with them – was now sweeping away with the first gust and fetching up on taut chains.

Mulhall and several of the Kanakas were taken off their feet when the Malahini jerked to her anchor.

And then there was no wind. The flying calm streak had reached them. Grief lighted a match and the unshielded flame burned without flickering in the still air. A very dim twilight prevailed. The cloud-sky, lowering as it had been for hours, seemed now to have descended quite down upon the sea.

The Roberta tightened to her chains when the second head of the hurricane hit, as did schooner after schooner in swift succession. The sea, white with fury, boiled in tiny, spitting wavelets. The deck of the Malahini vibrated under their feet. The taut-stretched halyards beat a tattoo against the masts, and all the rigging, as if smitten by some mighty hand, set up a wild thrumming. It was impossible to face the wind and breathe. Mulhall, crouching with the others behind the shelter of the cabin, discovered this; and his lungs were filled in an instant with so great a volume of driven air which he could not expel that he nearly strangled ere he could turn his head away.

»It's incredible!« he gasped; but no one heard him.

Hermann and several Kanakas were crawling for'ard on hands and knees to let go the third anchor. Grief touched Captain Warfield and pointed to the Roberta. She was dragging down upon them. Warfield put his mouth to Grief's ear and shouted:

»We're dragging tool«

Grief sprang to the wheel and put it hard over, veering the Malahini to port. The third anchor took hold and the Roberta went by, stern first, a dozen yards away. They waved their hands to Peter Gee and Captain Robinson, who, with a number of sailors, were at work on the bow.

»He's knocking out the shackles!« Grief shouted. »Going to chance the passage! Got to! Anchors skating!«

»We're holding now!« came the answering shout. »There goes the Cactus down on the Misi. That settles them!«

The Misi had been holding, but the added windage of the Cactus was too much and the entangled schooners slid away across the boiling white. Their men could be seen chopping and fighting to get them apart. The Roberta, cleared of her anchors, with a patch of tarpaulin set for'ard, was heading for the passage at the northwestern end of the lagoon. They saw her make it and drive out to sea. The Misi and the Cactus, however, unable to get clear of each other, went ashore on the atoll half a mile from the passage.

The wind merely increased on itself and continued to increase. To face the full blast of it required all one's strength, and several minutes of crawling on deck against it tired a man to exhaustion. Hermann, with his Kanakas, plodded steadily, lashing and making secure, putting ever more gaskets on the sails. The wind ripped and tore their thin undershirts from their backs. They moved slowly, as if their bodies weighed tons, never releasing a handhold until another had been secured. Loose ends of rope stood out stiffly horizontal, and after whipping the loose ends frazzled and blew away.

Mulhall touched one and then another and pointed to the shore. The grass sheds had disappeared and Parlay's house rocked drunkenly. Because the wind blew lengthwise along the atoll the house had been sheltered by the miles of coconut trees; but the big seas, breaking across from outside, were undermining it and hammering it to pieces. Already tilted down the slope of sand, its end was imminent. Here and there in the coconut trees people had lashed themselves. The trees did not sway or thresh about. Bent over rigidly by the wind, they remained in that position and vibrated monstrously. Underneath, across the sand, surged the white spume of the breakers.

A big sea was likewise making down the length of the lagoon. It had plenty of room to kick up in the ten-mile stretch from the windward rim of the atoll, and all the schooners were bucking and plunging into it. The Malahini had begun shoving her bow and fo'c'sle head under the bigger ones, and at times her waist was filled rail-high with water.

»Now's the time for your engine!« Grief bellowed; and Captain Warfield, crawling over to where the engineer lay, shouted emphatic commands.

Under the engine, going full speed ahead, the Malahini behaved better. Though she continued to ship seas over her bow, she was not jerked down so fiercely by her anchors. On the other hand, she was unable to get any slack in the chains. The best her forty horsepower could do was to ease the strain.

Still the wind increased. The little Nuhiva, lying abreast of the Malahini and closer in to the beach, her engine still unrepaired and her captain ashore, was having a bad time of it. She buried herself so frequently and so deeply that they wondered each time if she could clear herself of the water.

At three in the afternoon, buried by a second sea before she could free herself of the preceding one, she did not come up.

Mulhall looked at Grief.

»Burst in her hatches!« was the bellowed answer.

Captain Warfield pointed to the Winifred, a little schooner plunging and burying outside of them, and shouted in Grief's ear. His voice came in patches of dim words, with intervals of silence when whisked away by the roaring wind.

»Rotten little tub! ... Anchors hold. ... But how she holds together! ... Old as the ark.«

An hour later Hermann pointed to her. Her for'ard bitts, foremast, and most of her bow were gone, having been jerked out of her by her anchors. She swung broadside, rolling in the trough and settling by the head; and in this plight she was swept away to leeward.

Five vessels now remained, and of them the Malahini was the only one with an engine. Fearing either the Nuhiva's or the Mildred's fate, two of them followed the Roberta's example, knocking out the chain shackles and running for the passage. The Dolly was the first, but her tarpaulin was carried away and she went to destruction on the lee rim of the atoll, near the Misi and the Cactus. Undeterred by this, the Moana let go and followed with the same result.

»Pretty good engine that, eh?« Captain Warfield yelled to his owner.

Grief put out his hand and shook. »She's paying for herself!« he yelled back. »The wind's shifting round to the south'ard and we ought to lie easier!«

Slowly and steadily, but with ever-increasing velocity, the wind veered round to the south and the southwest, till the three schooners that were left pointed directly in toward the beach. The wreck of Parlay's house was picked up, hurled into the lagoon, and blown out upon them. Passing the Malahini, it crashed into the Papara, lying a quarter of a mile astern. There was wild work for'ard on her and in a quarter of an hour the house went clear, but it had taken the Papara's foremast and bowsprit with it.

Inshore, on their port bow, lay the Tahaa, slim and yachtlike, but excessively oversparred. Her anchors still held, but her captain, finding no abatement in the wind, proceeded to reduce windage by chopping down his masts.

»Pretty good engine that!« Grief congratulated his skipper. »It will save our sticks for us yet.«

Captain Warfield shook his head dubiously.

The sea on the lagoon went swiftly down with the change of wind, but they were beginning to feel the heave and lift of the outer sea breaking across the atoll. There were not so many trees remaining. Some had been broken short off, others uprooted. One tree they saw snapped off halfway up, three persons clinging to it, and whirled away by the wind into the lagoon. Two detached themselves from it and swam to the Tahaa. Not long after, just before darkness, they saw a man jump overboard from that schooner's stern and strike out strongly for the Malahini through the white, spitting wavelets.

»It's Tai-Hotauri,« was Grief's judgment. »Now we'll have the news.«

The Kanaka caught the bobstay, climbed over the bow, and crawled aft. Time was given him to breathe and then, behind the part shelter of the cabin, in broken snatches and largely by signs he told his story:

»Narii ... damn robber! ... He want steal ... pearls. ... Kill Parlay. ... One man kill Parlay. ... No man know what man. ... Three Kanakas, Narii, me ... five beans ... hat. ... Narii say one bean black. ... Nobody know. ... Kill Parlay. ... Narii damn liar. ... All beans black. ... Five black. ... Copra shed dark. ... Every man get black bean. ... Big wind come ... no chance. ... Everybody get up tree. ... No good luck, them pearls, I tell you before ... no good luck.«

»Where's Parlay?« Grief shouted.

»Up tree. ... Three of his Kanakas same tree; Narii and one Kanaka 'nother tree. ... My tree blow to hell; then I come on board.«

»Where are the pearls?«

»Up tree along Parlay. Mebbe Narii get them pearl yet.«

In the ear of one after another Grief shouted Tai-Hotauri's story. Captain Warfield was particularly incensed and they could see him grinding his teeth.

Hermann went below and returned with a riding light, but the moment it was lifted above the level of the cabin wall the wind blew it out. He had better success with the binnacle lamp, which was lighted only after many collective attempts.

»A fine night of wind,« Grief yelled in Mulhall's ear, »and blowing harder all the time!«

»How hard?«

»A hundred miles an hour – two hundred! I don't know. Harder than I've ever seen it.«

The lagoon grew more and more troubled by the sea that swept across the atoll. Hundreds of leagues of ocean were being backed up by the hurricane, which more than overcame the lowering effect of the ebb tide. Immediately the tide began to rise, the increase in the size of the seas was noticeable. Moon and wind were heaping the South Pacific on Hikihoho atoll.

Captain Warfield returned from one of his periodical trips to the engine room with the word that the engineer lay in a faint.

»Can't let that engine stop!« he concluded helplessly.

»All right!« Grief shouted. »Bring him on deck. I'll spell him.«

The hatch to the engine room was battened down, access being gained through a narrow passage from the cabin. The heat and gas fumes were stifling. Grief made one hasty, comprehensive examination of the engine and the fittings of the tiny room, then blew out the oil lamp. After that he worked in darkness, save for the glow from endless cigars that he went into the cabin to light. Even-tempered as he was, he soon began to give evidences of the strain of being pent in with a mechanical monster that toiled and sobbed and slubbered in the shouting dark. Naked to the waist, covered with grease and oil, bruised and skinned from being knocked about by the plunging, jumping vessel, his head swimming from the mixture of gas and air he was compelled to breathe, he labored on hour after hour, by turns petting, blessing, nursing, and cursing the engine and all its parts. The ignition began to go bad. The feed grew worse and, worst of all, the cylinders began to heat. In a consultation held in the cabin the half-caste engineer begged and pleaded to stop the engine for half an hour in order to cool it and to attend to the water circulation.

Captain Warfield was against any stopping. The half-caste swore that the engine would ruin itself and stop anyway, and for good. Grief, with glaring eyes, greasy and battered, yelled and cursed them both down and issued commands. Mulhall, the supercargo, and Hermann were set to work in the cabin at double-straining and triple-straining the gasoline.

A hole was chopped through the engine-room floor and a Kanaka heaved bilge water over the cylinders, while Grief continued to souse the running parts in oil.

»Didn't know you were a gasoline expert,« Captain Warfield admired when Grief came into the cabin to catch a breath of little less impure air.

»I bathe in gasoline,« he grated savagely through his teeth. »I eat it.«

What other uses he might have found for it were never given, for at that moment all the men in the cabin, as well as the gasoline that was being strained, were smashed for'ard against the bulkhead as the Malahini took an abrupt, deep dive. For the space of several minutes, unable to gain their feet, they rolled back and forth and pounded and hammered from wall to wall. The schooner, swept by three big seas, creaked and groaned and quivered and, from the weight of water on her decks, behaved loggily. Grief crept to the engine, while Captain Warfield awaited his chance to get through the companionway and out on deck.

It was half an hour before he came back.

»Whaleboat's gone!« he reported. »Galley's gone! Everything gone except the deck and hatches! And if that engine hadn't been going we'd be gone! Keep up the good work!«

By midnight the engineer's lungs and head had been sufficiently cleared of gas fumes to let him relieve Grief, who went on deck to get his own head and lungs clear. He joined the others, who crouched behind the cabin, holding on with their hands and made doubly secure by rope lashings. It was a complicated huddle, for it was the only place of refuge for the Kanakas. Some of them had accepted the skipper's invitation into the cabin, but had been driven out by the fumes. The Malahini was being plunged down and swept frequently, and what they breathed was air and spray and water commingled.

»Making heavy weather of it, Mulhall!« Grief yelled to his guest between immersions.

Mulhall, strangling and choking, could only nod. The scuppers could not carry off the burden of water on the schooner's deck. She rolled it out and took it in over one rail and the other; and at times, nose thrown skyward, sitting down on her heel, she avalanched it aft. It surged along the poop gangways, poured over the top of the cabin, submerging and bruising those who clung on, and went out over the stern rail.

Mulhall saw him first and drew Grief's attention. It was Narii Herring, crouching and holding on where the dim binnacle light shone upon him. He was quite naked, save for a belt and a bare-bladed knife thrust between it and the skin.

Captain Warfield untied his lashings and made his way over the bodies of the others. When his face became visible in the light from the binnacle it was working with anger. They could see him shout, but the wind tore the sound away. He would not put his lips to Narii's ear. Instead he pointed over the side. Narii Herring understood. His white teeth showed in an amused and sneering smile, and he stood up – a magnificent figure of a man.

»It's murder!« Mulhall yelled to Grief.

»He'd have murdered old Parley!« Grief yelled back.

For the moment the poop was clear of water and the Malahini on an even keel. Narii made a bravado attempt to walk to the rail, but was flung down by the wind. Thereafter he crawled, disappearing in the darkness, though there was certitude in all of them that he had gone over the side. The Malahini dived deep; and when they emerged from the flood that swept aft Grief got Mulhall's ear.

»Can't lose him! He's the Fish Man of Tahiti! He'll cross the lagoon and land on the other rim of the atoll – if there's any atoll left.«

Five minutes afterward, in another submergence, a mess of bodies poured down on them over the top of the cabin. These they seized and held till the water cleared, when they carried them below and learned their identity. Old Parlay lay on his back on the floor with closed eyes and without movement. The other two were his Kanaka cousins. All three were naked and bloody. The arm of one Kanaka hung helpless and broken at his side. The other Kanaka bled freely from a hideous scalp wound.

»Narii did that?« Mulhall demanded. Grief shook his head. »No; it's from being smashed along the deck and over the house!«

Something suddenly ceased, leaving them all in dizzying uncertainty. For a moment it was hard to realize there was no wind. With the absolute abruptness of a sword slash the wind had been chopped off. The schooner rolled and plunged, fetching up on her anchors with a crash that for the first time they could hear. Also, for the first time, they could hear the water washing about on deck. The engineer threw off the propeller and eased the engine down.

»We're in the dead center,« Grief said. »Now for the shift. It will come as hard as ever.« He looked at the barometer.

»Twenty-nine thirty-two,« he read.

Not in a moment could he tone down the voice which for hours had shouted against the wind, and so loudly did he speak that, in the quiet, it hurt the others' ears.

»All his ribs are smashed,« the supercargo said, feeling along Parlay's side. »He's still breathing; but he's a goner.«

Old Parlay groaned, moved one arm impotently, and opened his eyes. In them was the light of recognition.

»My brave gentlemen,« he whispered haltingly, »don't forget ... the auction ... at ten o'clock ... in hell!«

His eyes drooped shut and the lower jaw threatened to drop, but he mastered the qualms of dissolution long enough to emit one final, loud, derisive cackle.

Above and below pandemonium broke out. The old familiar roar of the wind was with them. The Malahini, caught broadside, was pressed down almost on her beam-ends as she swung the arc compelled by her anchors. They rounded her into the wind, where she jerked to an even keel. The propeller was thrown on and the engine took up its work again.

»Northwest!« Captain Warfield shouted to Grief when he came on deck. »Hauled eight points like a shot!«

»Narii'll never get across the lagoon now!« Grief observed.

»Then he'll blow back to our side – worse luck!«

 

V

After the passing of the center the barometer began to rise. Equally rapid was the fall of the wind. When it was no more than a howling gale the engine lifted up in the air, parted its bedplates with a last convulsive effort of its forty horsepower, and lay down on its side. A wash of water from the bilge sizzled over it and the steam rose in clouds.

The engineer wailed his dismay, but Grief glanced over the wreck affectionately and went into the cabin to swab the grease off his chest and arms with bunches of cotton waste.

The sun was up and the gentlest of summer breezes blowing when he came on deck, after sewing up the scalp of one Kanaka and setting the other's arm. The Malahini lay close in to the beach. For'ard, Hermann and the crew were heaving in and straightening out the tangle of anchors.

The Papara and the Tahaa were gone; and Captain Warfield, through the glasses, was searching the opposite rim of the atoll.

»Not a stick left of them,« he said. »That's what comes of not having engines. They must have dragged across before the big shift came.«

Ashore, where Parlay's house had been, was no vestige of any house. For the space of three hundred yards, where the sea had breached, no tree or even stump was left. Here and there, farther along, stood an occasional palm, and there were numbers which had been snapped off above the ground.

In the crown of one surviving palm Tai-Hotauri asserted he saw something move. There were no boats left to the Malahini, and they watched him swim ashore and climb the tree.

When he came back they helped over the rail a young native girl of Parlay's household. But first she passed up to them a battered basket. In it was a litter of blind kittens – all dead save one that feebly mewed and staggered on awkward legs.

»Hello!« said Mulhall. »Who's that?«

Along the beach they saw a man walking. He moved casually, as if out for a morning stroll. Captain Warfield gritted his teeth. It was Narii Herring.

»Hello, Skipper,« Narii called when he was abreast of them. »Can I come aboard and get some breakfast?«

Captain Warfield's face and neck began to swell and turn purple. He tried to speak, but choked.

»For two cents ...! For two cents ...!« was all he could manage to articulate.
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