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				I

				Dymchurch-Un­der-the-Wall

			
			To those who have small know­ledge of Kent let me say that the fish­ing vil­lage of Dymchurch-un­der-the-wall lies on the south coast mid­way between two of the an­cient Cinque ports, Rom­ney and Hythe.

			In the days of George III, with Tra­fal­gar still un­fought, our coast watch­men swept with keen glasses this broad bend of the Chan­nel; watched not for smug­glers (for there was little in Dymchurch to at­tract the smug­gler, with its flat coast­line open all the way from Dover cliffs around Dun­ge­ness to Beachy Head), but for the French men-o’-war.

			In spite of be­ing per­il­ously open to the dangers of the French coast, Dymchurch was a happy little vil­lage in those days—aye, and pros­per­ous, too, for the Squire, Sir Ant­ony Cob­tree, though in his young­er days a wild and reck­less ad­ven­turer, a gam­bler and a du­el­list, had, of late years, re­solved him­self in­to a pat­tern Kentish squire, gen­er­ous to the vil­lage, and so vastly pop­u­lar. Equally pop­u­lar was Doc­tor Syn, the vicar of Dymchurch: a pi­ous and broad-minded cler­ic, with as great a taste for good Vir­gin­ia to­bacco and a glass of some­thing hot as for the pen­ning of long ser­mons which sent every­one to sleep on Sundays. Still, it was clearly his duty to de­liv­er these ser­mons, for, as I have said, he was a pi­ous man, and al­though his con­greg­a­tion for the most part went to sleep, they were at great pains not to snore, be­cause to of­fend the old Doc­tor would have been a last­ing shame.

			The little church was old and homely, with­in easy cry of the sea; and it was pleas­ant on Sunday even­ings, dur­ing the Doc­tor’s long ex­tem­pore pray­ers, to hear the swish and the lap­ping and con­tinu­al grind­ing of the waves upon the sand.

			But church would come to an end at last, as most good things will, al­though there was a large pro­por­tion of the con­greg­a­tion—es­pe­cially among the young­er mem­bers—who con­sidered that they could have even too much of a good thing.

			The heavy drag of the long ser­mon and nev­er-end­ing pray­ers was lif­ted, how­ever, when the hymns began. There was some­thing about the Dymchurch hymns that made them worth singing. True, there was no or­gan to lead them, but that didn’t mat­ter, for Mr. Rash, the school­mas­ter—a sal­low, lan­tern-jawed young man with a lean­ing to­ward mu­sic—would play over the tune on a fiddle, when led by the Doc­tor’s son­or­ous voice, and seconded by the soul-split­ting notes of Mipps, the sex­ton, the choir, re­cruited en­tirely from sea­men whose voices had been cracked these many years at the tiller, would roll out some sturdy old tune like a gi­ant pae­an, shak­ing the very church with its fury, and sound­ing more like a rum-backed cap­stan song than a re­spect­able, God-fear­ing hymn. They felt it was worth while kneel­ing through those long, long pray­ers to have a go at the hymns. The Doc­tor nev­er chose sol­emn ones, or, if he did, it made no odds, for just the same were they bel­lowed like a chanty, and it was with a long-drawn note of re­gret that the sea­far­ing choir drawled out the fi­nal Amen.

			Very of­ten when a hymn had gone with more spir­it than usu­al the Doc­tor would thump on the desk of the three-deck­er, ad­dress­ing the choir with a hearty, “Now, boys, that last verse once again,” and then, turn­ing to the con­greg­a­tion, he would add: “Brethren, for the glory of God and for our own sal­va­tion we will sing the—er—the last two verses once again.” Where­at Mr. Rash would scrape anew upon the fiddle, Doc­tor Syn would pound out the rhythm with a flat banging on the pul­pit side, and after him would thun­der the sea salts from the choir with an en­thu­si­asm that bade fair to fright­en hell it­self.

			When they had hardly a note left in their bod­ies, the ser­vice would be roun­ded off by Doc­tor Syn, and the con­greg­a­tion would gath­er in little groups out­side the church to bid him a good night. But Doc­tor Syn would take some minutes chan­ging his black gown for his cloth sur­coat; be­sides, there was the col­lec­tion to be coun­ted and entered in­to the book, and a few words of pa­ro­chi­al busi­ness with the sex­ton, but at last it would be all fin­ished and he would come forth to re­ceive the homage of the par­ish. He would be ac­com­pan­ied by Sir Ant­ony, who was warden as well as squire and a reg­u­lar church­go­er, as the well-thumbed pages of a large pray­er­book in the fam­ily pew could prove. Be­stow­ing a cheery word here and a kindly nod there, the gen­tle­man would pass on to the court­house, where, after a hearty sup­per, Doc­tor Syn would meta­phor­ic­ally lay aside his robes of right­eous­ness, and over a long pipe of his fa­vour­ite to­bacco and a smoking bowl of bish­op, with many an an­ec­dote of land and sea, make the jolly squire laugh till his sides ached, for he pos­sessed to a lively ex­tent that happy knack of spin­ning a good yarn, hav­ing trav­elled far and read much, al­beit he was a par­son.

			And while the vicar en­ter­tained his pat­ron at the court­house, Mr. Mipps in a like man­ner held court be­hind the closed doors of the old Ship Inn. Here, with his broken clay pipe as­moke like a burn­ing chim­ney and with em­in­ent per­il of singe­ing the tip of his nose, he would re­count many a tale of wild hor­ror and ad­ven­ture, thor­oughly en­cour­aged by Mrs. Wag­getts, the land­lady, who had per­ceived the sex­ton’s pres­ence to be good for trade; and thus it was that by work­ing his ima­gin­a­tion to good ef­fect Doc­tor Syn’s pa­ro­chi­al factot­um was plied with many a free drink at the ex­pense of the Ship. The little sex­ton was fur­ther en­cour­aged in­to yarn­ing be­cause it grat­i­fied his van­ity to see that they all be­lieved in him. It was ex­hil­ar­at­ing to know that he really made their flesh creep. He felt a power and chuckled in his heart when he saw his audi­ence swal­low­ing his ex­ag­ger­a­tions for gos­pel as eas­ily as he him­self could swal­low rum, for Mipps liked rum—he had served for a great part of his life as a ship’s car­penter and had got the taste for it—and so as a seasoned trav­el­ler they re­spec­ted him, for what he hadn’t seen of hor­rors in the far-off lands—well, the whole vil­lage would have read­ily staked their wigs was not worth see­ing.

		
	
		
			
				II

				The Com­ing of the King’s Frig­ate

			
			Now Doc­tor Syn was very fond of the sea, and he was nev­er far away from it. Even in winter time he would walk upon the sea­wall with a for­mid­able tele­scope un­der his arm, his hands thrust deep in­to the pock­ets of a long sea-coat, and his old black three-cornered par­son’s hat cocked well for­ward and pulled down over his eyes. And al­though the simple old fel­low would be men­tally work­ing out his dry-as-dust ser­mons, he would be strid­ing along at a most furi­ous speed, present­ing to those who did not know him an al­to­geth­er alarm­ing ap­pear­ance, for in tune to his brisk step he would be hum­ming the first verse of an old-time sea chanty that he had picked up from some ruf­fi­anly seadog of a pa­rish­ion­er; and as he strode along, with his weath­er eye ever on the lookout for big ships com­ing up the Chan­nel, the rough words would roll from his gentle lips with the most per­fect in­con­gru­ity:

			
				
					“Oh, here’s to the feet that have walked the plank,
					

					Yo ho! for the dead man’s throttle,
					

					And here’s to the corpses float­ing round in the tank,
					

					And the dead man’s teeth in the bottle.”
				

			

			He was as proud of this song as if he had writ­ten it him­self, and it was a con­tinu­al source of amuse­ment to the fish­er­men to hear him sing it, which he fre­quently did of an even­ing in the par­lour of the old Ship Inn when he went there for a chat and a friendly pipe; for Doc­tor Syn was, as I have said, broad-minded, and held views that would cer­tainly have been bey­ond those of the dio­ces­an dig­nit­ar­ies. The very dar­ing of a par­son drink­ing with the men in a pub­lic inn had a good ef­fect, he de­clared, upon the par­ish, for a good par­son, as a good sail­or, should know when he has had enough. The squire would back him up in this, and there they would both sit every even­ing laugh­ing and talk­ing with the fish­er­men, very of­ten ac­com­pa­ny­ing some crew down to the beach to help them launch their boat—and of course all this ad­ded to their pop­ular­ity. But on Sunday nights they dined at the court­house, leav­ing the field open for the re­doubt­able Mipps, who, as has been said, took full ad­vant­age of it.

			Now the un­gainly little sex­ton had a great ad­mirer in the per­son of Mrs. Wag­getts, the land­lady of the Ship. Her hus­band had been dead for a num­ber of years, and she was ever on the lookout for an­oth­er. She per­ceived in the per­son of Mipps her true lord and mas­ter. He was en­ter­pris­ing, he had also money of his own, for he was par­ish un­der­taker as well as sex­ton, and ran from his small shop in the vil­lage every trade ima­gin­able. You could buy any­thing, from a bottle of pickles to a mar­lin­spike in that dirty little store, and get a hor­rible an­ec­dote thrown in with your bar­gain from the ready lips of the old fel­low, who would con­tin­ue to ham­mer away at an un­fin­ished coffin as he talked to you.

			But the burn­ing pas­sion that smouldered in the breast of the Ship land­lady was in no way shared by the little sex­ton.

			“Mis­sus Wag­getts,” he would say, “folk in the death trade should keep single; they gets their fair share of misery, Lord above knows, in these parts with the deaths so un­com­mon few.”

			“Well,” Mrs. Wag­getts would sigh, “I of­ten wish as how it had been me that had been took in­stead of Wag­getts. I fair envy him ly­ing up there all so peace­ful like, just a-rot­tin’ slowly along in his coffin.”

			But the sex­ton would im­me­di­ately fly in­to a rage with: “Wag­getts’ coffin rot­tin’, did you say, Mis­sus Wag­getts? Not mine. I un­der­took Wag­getts, I’d have you re­mem­ber, and I don’t un­der­take to rot. I loses money on my coffins, Mis­sus Wag­getts. I un­der­takes, ma’am, un­der­takes to provide a suit­able af­fair wot’ll keep out damp and wa­ter, and cheat worm, grub, slug, and slush.”

			“Nobody would deny, Mis­ter Mipps,” the land­lady would an­swer in a con­cili­at­ory tone, “as to how you’re a good un­der­taker. Any­one with half an eye could see as how you knocks ’em up sol­id.”

			But Mipps didn’t en­cour­age Mrs. Wag­getts when she was pleased to flat­ter, so he would take him­self off in high dudgeon to avoid her fur­ther at­ten­tions.

			This ac­tu­al con­ver­sa­tion took place one Novem­ber af­ter­noon, and the sex­ton, after slam­ming the inn door to give vent to his ir­rit­a­tion, hur­ried along the sea­wall to­ward his shop, com­fort­ing him­self that he could sit snug in­side a coffin and cheer him­self up with ham­mer­ing it.

			On the way he met Doc­tor Syn, who was stand­ing sil­hou­et­ted against the sky­line with his tele­scope fo­cused upon some large ves­sel that was stand­ing in off Dun­ge­ness.

			“Ah, Mr. Mipps,” said the cler­ic, hand­ing his tele­scope to the sex­ton, “tell me what you make of that?”

			Mipps ad­jus­ted the lens and looked. “The Dev­il!” he ejac­u­lated.

			“I beg your par­don?” said the Doc­tor. “What did you say?” One of the King’s pre­venter men had come out of his cot­tage and was ap­proach­ing them.

			“I don’t make no head nor tale of it,” replied the sex­ton. “Per­haps you do, sir?”

			“Well, it looks to me,” con­tin­ued the par­son, “it—looks—to—me—un­com­monly like a King’s frig­ate. Can’t you make out her guns on the port side?”

			“Yes!” cried the sex­ton; “I’ll be hanged if you’re not right, sir; it’s a damned King’s ship as ever was.”

			“Mr. Mipps,” cor­rec­ted the par­son, “again I must ask you to re­peat your re­mark.”

			“I said, sir,” replied the sex­ton, meekly hand­ing back the glass, “that you’re quite right: it’s a King’s ship, a nice King’s ship!”

			“And she’s stand­ing in, too,” went on the par­son. “I can make her out plainly now, and, good gra­cious! she’s lower­ing a long­boat!”

			“Oh!” said Mr. Mipps, “I won­der wot that’s for?”

			“A rev­en­ue search,” vo­lun­teered the pre­venter.

			Mipps star­ted. He hadn’t seen the pre­venter.

			“Hello!” he said, turn­ing round; “didn’t know you was there, Sir Fran­cis Drake. What do you make of that there ship?”

			“A King’s frig­ate,” replied the pre­venter man. “She’s send­ing a boat’s crew ashore.”

			“What for?” asked the sex­ton.

			“I told you: a rev­en­ue search; to look for smug­glers.”

			“Smug­glers,” laughed the par­son, “here in Dymchurch?”

			“Aye, sir, so they say. Smug­glers here in Dymchurch.”

			“God bless my soul!” ex­claimed the par­son in­cred­u­lously.

			“How silly!” said the sex­ton.

			“That re­mains to be seen, Mis­ter,” re­tor­ted the pre­venter.

			“What do you say?” said the sex­ton.

			“I say, Mis­ter, it re­mains to be seen.”

			“ ’Course it does!” went on the sex­ton. “Let’s have an­oth­er blink at her. Well,” he said at length, clos­ing the tele­scope with a snap, and re­turn­ing it, “King’s ship or no, they looks to me more like a set of ma­hogany pir­ates, and I’m a-goin’ to lock up the church. King’s men’s one thing, but hav­in’ the plate took’s an­oth­er, and one that I don’t fancy, be­ing held re­spons­ible; so good af­ter­noon, sir”—touch­ing his hat to the vicar—“and good af­ter­noon to you, Chris­toph­er Colum­bus.” And with this little pleas­antry, which struck him as be­ing the height of hu­mour, the grot­esque little man hopped off at high speed in the dir­ec­tion of the inn.

			“Odd little man that, sir,” said the pre­venter.

			“Very odd little man,” said the vicar.

		
	
		
			
				III

				The Com­ing of the King’s Men

			
			Mean­time the little sex­ton had ar­rived, breath­less and pant­ing, at the inn. Here he was ac­cos­ted with a breezy, “Hello, Mr. Mipps, where’s the Doc­tor?” The speak­er was Denis Cob­tree, the only son of the squire.

			This young worthy of some eight­een sum­mers was be­ing pre­pared in the paths of learn­ing by the vicar with a view to his en­ter­ing the uni­ver­sity; but Denis, like his fath­er be­fore him, cared very little for books, and the mo­ment the Doc­tor’s back was turned, off he would slip to talk to some weath­er-beaten sea­man, or to at­tempt a flir­ta­tion with Imo­gene, the dark-haired girl who as­sisted the land­lady at the inn.

			“Just been talkin’ to the vicar on the sea­wall,” said Mipps, hur­ry­ing past in­to the par­lour and call­ing loudly for Mrs. Wag­getts.

			“What do you want?” said that good lady, is­su­ing from the kit­chen with a teapot in her hand. Tea was the lux­ury she in­dulged in.

			“A word,” answered the sex­ton, push­ing her back in­to the kit­chen and shut­ting the door be­hind him.

			“Whatever is it?” asked the land­lady in some alarm.

			“What’s the time?” de­man­ded the sex­ton.

			“A quarter to four,” replied Mrs. Wag­getts, turn­ing pale.

			“Good!” said the sex­ton. “School will be clos­ing in a minute or two, so send Imo­gene round there to ask Mr. Rash to step across lively as soon as he’s locked up. But no”—he ad­ded thought­fully—“I for­got: Rash is a bit struck on the girl and they’ll linger on the way; send young Jerk, the pot­boy.”

			“Jerk’s at school his­self,” said Mrs. Wag­getts.

			“Then you go,” re­tor­ted the sex­ton.

			“No,” faltered the land­lady. “It’s all right, I’ll send the girl; for she can’t abide Rash, so I’ll be bound she won’t linger. And while she’s gone I’ll brew you a nice cup of tea.”

			“Throw your tea to the dev­il,” snarled the sex­ton. “One ’ud think you was a dia­mond duch­ess the way you con­sumes good tea. When shall I knock in­to your skull that tea’s a lux­ury—a drink wot’s only meant for swells? Per­haps you don’t know what a power of money tea costs!”

			“Come, now,” giggled the land­lady, “not to us, Mis­ter Mipps. Not the way we gets it.”

			“I don’t know what you means,” snapped the wary sex­ton. “But I do wish as how you’d prac­tise a-keep­in’ your mouth shut, for if you opens it much more that wag­gin’ tongue of yours’ll get us all the rope.”

			“Whatever is the mat­ter?” whimpered the land­lady.

			“Will you do as I tell you?” shrieked the sex­ton.

			“Oh, Lord!” cried Mrs. Wag­getts, drop­ping the pre­cious teapot in her agit­a­tion and run­ning out of the back door to­ward the school. Mipps picked up the teapot and put it on the table; then light­ing his short clay pipe he waited by the win­dow.

			In the bar sat Denis Cob­tree, mak­ing little pro­gress with a Lat­in book that was spread open on his knee. From the oth­er side of the counter Imo­gene was watch­ing him.

			She was a tall, slim, wild creature, this Imo­gene, dressed as a fish­er, with a rough brown skirt and a black fish blouse, and she wore neither shoes nor stock­ings. Her hair was long and her eyes black. She had no par­ents liv­ing, for her fath­er—none oth­er than the no­tori­ous pir­ate Clegg—had been hanged at Rye—hanged pub­licly by the red­coats for murder; and the moth­er—well, no one knew ex­actly who the moth­er was, Clegg hav­ing lived a wild and rov­ing life; but it was evid­ent that she must have been a south­ern­er, from the com­plex­ion and supple car­riage of this girl—prob­ably some is­land wo­man of the South­ern Seas. Imo­gene was a great fa­vour­ite with all the men on ac­count of her good looks and her daunt­less cour­age when on the boats at sea; for she loved the sea and was won­der­ful upon it—her dark eyes flash­ing, her hair blow­ing wild, and her young bos­om heav­ing with the thrill of fight­ing the waves.

			Imo­gene liked Denis be­cause he was nice to her, and, be­sides, he made her laugh: he was so funny. His ways were so funny, his high man­ners were so funny, but his shy­ness at­trac­ted her most.

			He was shy now be­cause they were alone, and the boy knew that she was watch­ing him; so he made a feint of study­ing his book of Lat­in, but Imo­gene could see that his mind was not on his read­ing.

			“You don’t get on very fast, Mr. Denis,” she said.

			Denis looked up from the book and laughed. “No,” he said, “not very, I’m afraid; I’m not very fond of books.”

			“What are you fond of?” said the girl, lean­ing across the bar on her bare el­bows.

			“Oh, what a chance to say ‘you’!” thought the young man; but some­how the words wouldn’t come, so he stammered in­stead: “Oh, noth­ing much. I like horses rather; yes, I like rid­ing.”

			“Is that all?” said the girl.

			“About all,” said the boy.

			“Mr. Rash, the school­mas­ter, tells me that he likes rid­ing,” went on the girl mis­chiev­ously; “he also likes books; he reads very fast, much faster than you do.”

			“Not Lat­in books, I’ll be bound,” said young Denis, start­ing up scar­let with rage, for he hated the school­mas­ter, in whom he saw a pos­sible rival to the girl’s af­fec­tion. “And as for rid­ing,” he cried, “a pretty fel­low that to talk of rid­ing, when he doesn’t know the dif­fer­ence ’tween a filly and a colt. He sits on an old white scrag-bones, jogs along the road at the rate of dyke wa­ter, and calls it rid­ing. Put the fool on a horse and he’d be skull un­der the hoofs be­fore he’d dug his heels in. The man’s a cow­ard, too. I’ve heard tales of the way he uses the birch only on the little boys. Why, if they’d any sense they’d all mutiny and kick him round the school­house.”

			“You’re very hard on the school­mas­ter, Mr. Denis,” said the girl.

			“You don’t like him, do you?” asked the boy ser­i­ously. “You can’t!”

			But the girl only laughed, for in­to the bar-par­lour had come Mrs. Wag­getts, ac­com­pan­ied by the gen­tle­man un­der dis­cus­sion, and fol­lowed by young Jerk, the pot­boy.

			Jerry Jerk, though only a lad of a dozen years, pos­sessed two ex­cel­lent qual­i­fic­a­tions: pluck and a head like a bul­let. He had got through his school­ing so far without a taste of the birch: not that he hadn’t de­served it, but the truth was—Mr. Rash was afraid of him, for he once had rapped the little urchin very severely on the head with his knuckles, so hard, in­deed, that the blood had flowed freely, but not from Mas­ter Jerk’s head—oh, no: from the teach­er’s knuckles—upon which young Jerry had burst in­to a peal of laughter, stoutly de­clar­ing be­fore the whole class that when he grew up he in­ten­ded to be a hang­man, just for the pleas­ure of pulling the bolt for the school­mas­ter. So ever after Jerry went by the name of “Hang­man Jerk,” and whenev­er the pale, washy eye of the sandy-haired Mr. Rash fell on him, the school­mas­ter pic­tured him­self upon a ten-foot gal­lows with that fiend of a young­ster ad­just­ing the run­ning noose around his scraggy neck.

			This young ruf­fi­an, en­ter­ing on the heels of the school­mas­ter, and tread­ing on them hard at every step, took over the bar from the fish girl, Mr. Rash re­mark­ing with a show of sar­casm that “he hoped he didn’t in­ter­rupt a pleas­ant con­ver­sa­tion, and that if he did he was more sorry than he could say to Mr. Denis Cob­tree.”

			Denis replied that he shared the school­mas­ter’s sor­row him­self with a full heart, but the door be­ing open, he—the school­mas­ter—could eas­ily go out as quickly as he had come in. At this young Jerk let fly a loud guf­faw and doubled him­self up be­hind the bar, laugh­ing. Upon this in­stant the con­ver­sa­tion was ab­ruptly in­ter­rup­ted by the head of Mr. Mipps ap­pear­ing round the kit­chen door, in­quir­ing wheth­er it was their in­ten­tion to keep him wait­ing all night.

			“Quite right, Mr. Mipps, quite right!” re­tor­ted the school­mas­ter, and then turn­ing to Imo­gene, he said: “Mr. Mipps wants us at once.” Denis was about to make an angry re­tort, but Imo­gene passed him and went in­to the kit­chen, fol­lowed by Mrs. Wag­getts and the sandy-haired Rash, that gen­tle­man care­fully shut­ting the door be­hind him.

			Denis now found him­self alone with young Jerk. The would-be hang­man was help­ing him­self to a thimble of rum, and po­litely asked the squire’s son to join him; but Denis re­fused with a curt: “No, I don’t take spir­its.”

			“No?” replied the lad of twelve years. “Oh, you should. When I feels reg­u­lar out and out, and gets fits of the mor­bids, you know, the sort of time when you feels you may grow up to be the hanged man and not the hang­man, I al­ways takes to my­self a thimble of neat rum. Rum’s the drink for Bri­tons, Mis­ter Cob­tree. Rum’s wot’s made all the best sail­ors and hang­men in the realm.”

			“If you go on drink­ing at this rate,” replied Denis, “you’ll nev­er live to hang that school­mas­ter.”

			“Oh,” answered Jerry thought­fully, “oh, Mis­ter Denis, if I thought there was any truth in that, I’d give it up. Yes,” he went on with great em­phas­is, as if he were con­tem­plat­ing a most hero­ic sac­ri­fice, “yes, I’d give up even rum to hang that school­mas­ter, and it’s a hanging what’ll get him, and not old Mipps, the coffin knock­er.”

			Denis laughed at his no­tion and crossed to the kit­chen door listen­ing. “What can they be dis­cuss­ing in there so sol­emnly?” he said, more to him­self than to his com­pan­ion. But Jerry Jerk tossed off the pan­ni­kin of rum, clambered on the high stool be­hind the bar, and leaned across the counter, fix­ing Denis with a glance full of mean­ing.

			“Mis­ter Cob­tree,” he whispered fear­fully, “you are older than I am, but I feel some­how as if I can give you a point or two, be­cause you’ve got sense. I’m a man of Kent, I am, and I’m go­ing to be a hang­man soon­er or later, but above all I be­longs to the Marsh and un­der­stands her, and them as un­der­stands the Marsh—well, the Marsh un­der­stands them, and this is what she says to them as un­der­stands her: ‘Hide your­self like I do un­der the green, un­til you feels you’re ready to be real mud.’ I takes her ad­vice, I do; I’m un­der the green, I am, but I can be pa­tient, be­cause I knows as how some day I’ll be real dirt. You can’t be real dirt all at once; so keep green till you can; and if I has to keep green for years and years, I’ll get to mud one day, and that’ll be the day to hang that Rash and cheat old Mipps of his body.” And to en­cour­age him­self in this re­solve Jerry took an­oth­er thimble­ful of rum.

			“I’m afraid I don’t fol­low you,” said Denis.

			“Don’t try to,” replied the young­ster, “don’t try to. You’ll get it in time. The Marsh’ll show you. She takes her own time, but she’ll get you out of the green some day and ooze you up through the sluices, and then you’ll be a man of Kent, and no mis­tak­ing you.”

			Denis, not able to make head or tail of this ef­fu­sion, laughed again, which brought Jerry Jerk with a bound over the bar.

			“See here, Mis­ter Cob­tree,” he hissed, com­ing close to him; “I likes you; you’re the only one in the vil­lage I does like. Oh, I’m not want­ing any­thing from you; I’m just speak­ing the truth—you’re the only one in the vil­lage I haven’t hanged in my mind, and, what’s more to the point, you won’t blab if I tell you (but there, I know you won’t), you’re the only one in the vil­lage I couldn’t get hanged!”

			“What on earth do you mean?” said the squire’s son.

			“What I’ve said,” replied the urchin, “just what I’ve said, and not an­oth­er word do you get from me but this: listen! Do you hear that sex­ton in there a-mum­bling? Well, what’s he mum­bling about? Ah, you don’t know, and I don’t know (least­ways not ex­actly), but there’s one who does. Come over here,” and he led Denis to the back win­dow and poin­ted out over Rom­ney Marsh. “She knows, that there Marsh. She knows everything about this place, and every place upon her. Why, I’d give up everything I’ve got or shall get in this world, everything—ex­cept that school­mas­ter’s neck—to know all she knows, ’cos she knows everything, Mis­ter Cob­tree, everything, she does. In every house there’s mur­mur­ings and mum­blings a-go­ing on, and in every dyke out there there’s the same ones, the very same ones a-go­ing. You can hear ’em your­self, Mis­ter Cob­tree, if you stands among ’em. You try. But, oh, Mis­ter Denis”—and he grabbed his arm im­plor­ingly—“don’t try to un­der­stand them dykes at night. She don’t talk then, she don’t; she does—she just does then. She does all wot the mumbles and mur­murs have whispered to do; and it’s death on the Marsh at night. I found that out,” he ad­ded proudly. “Do you know how?”

			“How?” quer­ied Denis.

			“By go­ing out on her in the day, and gradu­ally get­ting used to wot she says; that’s how; and that’s the only way.”

			Just then a most in­fernal noise arose from the front of the inn, and be­fore Denis had dis­en­gaged him­self from the earn­est clutches of his guard­i­an an­gel, and be­fore the mur­murs of Mr. Mipps had ceased in the kit­chen, the bar was swarm­ing with sea­men—sail­ors—rough ma­hogany men with pig­tails and brass rings, smelling of tar and, much to the ad­mir­a­tion of Jerk, reek­ing of rum, filling the room with their jost­ling, spit­ting, and laugh­ing, and their calls on the pot­boy to serve ’em with drink. But their en­trance was so sud­den, their ap­pear­ance so start­ling, and their be­ha­viour so alarm­ing, that the young hang­man was for the mo­ment off his guard, for there he stood open-mouthed and awe­struck, watch­ing the gi­ants help them­selves freely from the great bar­rels. To Denis they had come with no less sur­prise. He had seen pre­venter men be­fore; he had many friends among the fish­er­men, but these were real sail­ors, men-o’-war, who had lived through a hun­dred sea-fights, and seen hell­fire on the high seas—real sail­ors, King’s men. Yes, the King’s men had come to Dymchurch.

		
	
		
			
				IV

				The Cap­tain

			
			Just as sud­denly as the pan­de­moni­um had be­gun, just so sud­denly did it cease, for there strode through the door a short, thick­set man, with a bull neck and a red face, a reg­u­lar rough fight­ing dog, who, by his dress and the ex­traordin­ary ef­fect he pro­duced upon the men, Denis and Jerk at once knew to be an of­ficer.

			“Bo’sun,” he said in a thick voice, ad­dress­ing one of the sail­ors, “in a quarter of an hour pipe the men out­side the inn, and we’ll see to the bil­let­ing. Mean­time make ’em pay for their drinks and no chalk­ing. Hi, young­ster!” he cried, catch­ing hold of young Jerk by the ear, “if you’re the pot­boy, tumble round be­hind and look after your job.” Jerk, men­tally con­sign­ing him to the gib­bet, did as he was ordered, for his ear was hurt­ing hor­ribly.

			“And now, sir,” went on the of­ficer, ad­dress­ing him­self to Denis, “is there any­one in this law-for­saken hole who can an­swer ques­tions in King’s Eng­lish?”

			“Cer­tainly, sir,” said Denis proudly, “if they are asked with a civil tongue. I am Denis Cob­tree, and my fath­er, the squire, is the best-known man on Rom­ney Marsh.”

			“Then,” ordered the seadog curtly, “fetch him along here quick!”

			“Really, sir,” re­tor­ted Denis hotly, “I do not think you would af­ford him suf­fi­cient in­terest. He has not the hon­our of your ac­quaint­ance, and I am bound to con­sider that he’ll have no great zeal to make it!”

			“Nor I, neither,” said Mr. Mipps, who had been look­ing round the kit­chen door. “I don’t like his looks.”

			The in­furi­ated of­ficer was in­side the kit­chen like a hur­ricane, glar­ing at the little sex­ton with all the con­densed fury of the Brit­ish navy.

			“What’s this?” he said, ad­dress­ing him­self again to Denis, who had fol­lowed him in­to the kit­chen to be quit of the crowd of sea­men. “I sup­pose you’ll tell me that this shriv­elled up little mon­key is a squire’s son too, eh?”

			“A squire’s son!” re­peated the sex­ton. “Oh, well, if I is, I ain’t come in­to my title yet.”

			“Don’t you play the fool with me, sir!” thundered the King’s man.

			“And don’t you try the swag­ger with me, sir!” vol­leyed back the sex­ton.

			“The swag­ger with you, sir?” ex­ploded the of­ficer.

			“Right, sir,” ex­claimed the sex­ton, “that’s what I said—the swag­ger, sir!”

			But the oth­er swal­lowed his wrath and an­nounced coldly:

			“I am Cap­tain Colly­er. Cap­tain Howard Colly­er, coast agent and com­mis­sion­er; come ashore to lay a few of you by the heels, I’ve no doubt.”

			“Oh! is that all?” replied the sex­ton with a sigh of re­lief. “Well, there, I have been mis­took. I’d quite made up my mind that you was the Grand Turk or at least the Lord Rear Ad­mir­al of the Scilly Isles.”

			Ig­nor­ing the sex­ton’s hu­mour, the cap­tain turned to Denis and said: “Who is this per­son?”

			But Mipps was not so eas­ily crushed, and he cried: “A man to be looked up to in these parts. I un­der­takes for the dis­trict. The only one wot does it for miles round. They all comes to me, rich and poor alike, I tells you; for they know that Mipps knocks ’em up sol­id.”

			“Knocks what up sol­id?” de­man­ded the cap­tain furi­ously.

			“Coffins up sol­id,” replied the sex­ton promptly.

			“Coffins!” re­peated the cap­tain. “Oh, you’re a coffin-maker, are you? Yes, you look it. Thought you might be the land­lord of this run-amuck old inn here. That’s the man I want. Where can I find him?”

			Mipps poin­ted out of the win­dow to­ward the church.

			“Up in the church­yard,” he said.

			“What’s he do­ing in the church­yard?” de­man­ded the cap­tain.

			Mipps came right up to him and whispered in this ear the sig­ni­fic­ant word, “Wor­rumps!”

			“What?” shouted the cap­tain, who didn’t un­der­stand.

			“Sh!” said Mipps, point­ing across at Mrs. Wag­getts, who had be­gun to weep in­to her ap­ron. “He’s a-keep­in’ ’em out.”

			“Keep­ing who out?” snapped the cap­tain.

			“I keep telling you,” replied the sex­ton. “Wor­rumps!”

			“Danged if I can make out what you say.” The cap­tain’s pa­tience was well-nigh ex­hausted. “Go and fetch the land­lord!” he ordered.

			“Oh, would that he could,” sobbed Mrs. Wag­getts. “Oh, dear, oh, dear!”

			The cap­tain turned on her with an oath. “What’s the mat­ter with you, my good wo­man?” he said.

			“That good wo­man is the land­lord,” vo­lun­teered Mr. Mipps.

			“You ex­as­per­at­ing little li­ar!” shouted the cap­tain, seiz­ing the en­ig­mat­ic­al sex­ton and shak­ing him vi­ol­ently; “you said the land­lord was in the church­yard a minute ago.”

			“A minute ago!” cried the breath­less un­der­taker. “Why, he’s been there a year and a half, and there he’ll stop till as wot time as they gets him. Though I must say I gave him the best pine and knocked him up sol­id with my own hands—
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			and there’s Wag­getts, and she’s the land­lord,” and the sex­ton, chuck­ling with de­light at his ready wit, poin­ted to the still weep­ing land­lady.

			“Well, ma’am,” said the cap­tain, com­ing to the point at once, “you must really blame your­self if your scores are not settled. A little pot­boy who has to stand on tip­toe to look over the bar is not the sort of per­son to pre­vent people help­ing them­selves; and that’s what my seadogs are do­ing now—help­ing them­selves.”

			Mrs. Wag­getts, with a scream, rushed from the kit­chen, fol­lowed by Imo­gene, the sex­ton and the school­mas­ter be­ing glad enough to fol­low their ex­ample and so es­cape from the bul­ly­ing cap­tain, who was now left alone with Denis.

			“Now, then, Mr. Squire’s son, listen to me,” he said.

			“My name is Denis Cob­tree,” re­turned the young man. “The name Cob­tree is well enough known upon the Marsh to be re­membered by a sea cap­tain.”

			“Look here, young fel­low,” said the of­ficer warn­ingly, “I am here rep­res­ent­ing the law, com­mis­sioned by King George.”

			“I have heard that the King’s taste may be called in ques­tion,” Denis replied.

			“I can prove to you oth­er­wise,” re­turned the cap­tain, “for it so hap­pens that Cap­tain Colly­er holds the ma­jor­ity for string­ing up smug­glers. I have sent more from the coast to the ses­sions than any of his Majesty’s agents. And stap my vi­tals, I be­lieve I have landed on a per­fect hor­nets’ nest here. Now tell me, sir,” he went on with that tone of au­thor­ity that Denis found so ut­terly ag­gress­ive, “what do you know of the smug­gling busi­ness in these parts? I have small doubt but that your fath­er finds the busi­ness a pretty valu­able as­set to his land rev­en­ues, eh? I war­rant me half goes to your own pock­ets and the rest to the lost cause of the Jac­ob­ites.”

			The cap­tain was be­com­ing in­sult­ing, so Denis took great pains to hold his tem­per in check. “Let me tell you, sir,” he said, “in the first place, my fath­er is no Jac­ob­ite, no, nor yet his fath­er be­fore him. My people were in­stru­ment­al in bring­ing across Wil­li­am of Or­ange. Al­though my fath­er has with­drawn from polit­ic­al strife, he is still a pro­found Whig; and on that score he and I have but little sym­pathy to­geth­er; for I stoutly af­firm that the Dutch­man had no right whatever in Eng­land, and I nev­er lose an op­por­tun­ity of drink­ing to our King over the wa­ter, and pray­ing for a speedy res­tor­a­tion.”

			“You just bear in mind, young man,” said the cap­tain, “that the ’45 was not so very long ago. I am here to look for smug­glers, not roy­al­ists, but there’s still a price on their heads, so you should keep whatever opin­ions you may hold to your­self.”

			“If you are really here to look for smug­glers,” said Denis, scorn­ing his threat, “you must first take pains to curry fa­vour with my fath­er, for he is the head of our jur­is­dic­tion. The Marsh has its own laws, sir; and you will find to your in­con­veni­ence, I fear, that the ‘Lev­el­ler of the Marsh Scotts’1 is a big power.”

			“I hold my com­mis­sion from the King’s Ad­mir­alty, and that’s enough for me,” laughed the cap­tain, “and for Marsh­men, too, as you’ll find.”

			But Denis replied: “Pos­sibly, sir, you have not heard of the old say­ing, that ‘The world is di­vided in­to five parts—Europe, Asia, Africa, Amer­ica, and Rom­ney Marsh.’ We are in­de­pend­ent on the Marshes.”

			“The Act of Par­lia­ment,” re­tor­ted the cap­tain largely, “brought in by the late King Wil­li­am against all smug­glers will cook that goose, young sir.”

			“Ah, well,” said Denis fi­nally, “it’s no odds to me; but let me tell you this: Your King George may rule White­hall, but my fath­er rules Rom­ney Marsh,” and hum­ming an old roy­al­ist tune, much to the an­noy­ance of the cap­tain, the young man sauntered out of the inn.

		
	
		
			
				V

				A Bottle of Alsace Lor­raine

			
			Left to him­self, the cap­tain rap­idly ex­amined the kit­chen; then go­ing to the door that led to the bar-par­lour, he called out: “Bo’sun, come in here, and bring that mu­latto with you.”

			The bo’sun answered with alac­rity, push­ing be­fore him in­to the kit­chen an al­to­geth­er hor­rible ap­par­i­tion: a thin mu­latto in the dress of a navy cook. His skin was cracked like parch­ment and drawn tightly over the prom­in­ent cheekbones. His black eyes shone brightly, and the lids turned up at the corners like those of a Chi­n­a­man. The un­usu­al bril­liance of these eyes may have been ac­coun­ted for by the scrags of pure white hair that grew from the skull. These were bound at the back in­to a thin pig­tail, leav­ing the sides of the head bare, and it must have been this that gave him that curi­ously re­volt­ing look, for the for­eign­er had no ears. An­oth­er ter­rible thing about him was that he could not speak, for his tongue had been cut out by the roots. He had evid­ently suffered much, this cook.

			“Job Mal­let,” said the cap­tain, when the door was shut, “we have now got this room to ourselves, and as there is no time like the present, turn that white-haired old spider of yours on to the floor and walls. This pan­el­ling seems likely.”

			The bo’sun ap­proached the mu­latto, and jab­bered some weird lingo in­to his ear-hole, which im­me­di­ately made the un­couth fig­ure hop about the room, spread­ing his lean arms along the pan­els, which he kept tap­ping with his fin­gers, at the same time ex­ecut­ing a curi­ous tat­too with his bare feet upon the floor. In this fash­ion he en­circled the room twice, ap­par­ently without achiev­ing any res­ult. In the corner of the room was fixed a wooden table with a heavy flap which reached nearly to the ground. Upon this table was a large as­sort­ment of cook­ing utensils, while un­der­neath, al­most en­tirely hid­den by the flap, there re­posed a like col­lec­tion of buck­ets, pails, and old sauce­pans.

			The mu­latto, after his double jour­ney round the room, turned his at­ten­tion to this table. He struck the flap up and, push­ing aside the pots and pans, uttered a strange, ex­cited gurgle.

			“Ha! ha!” said the cap­tain to the bo’sun, “your spider has caught a fly, eh?”

			Job Mal­let looked un­der the table and saw the mu­latto pulling des­per­ately at a brass ring that was fixed to the floor. Push­ing him aside, the bo’sun had pulled up a trap and was des­cend­ing a flight of steps be­fore the cap­tain had even locked both the doors.

			“What is it?” he whispered; for the bo’sun had en­tirely dis­ap­peared.

			“Here you are, sir,” said the sail­or, re­appear­ing with a bottle in his hand. “There’s a wine-cel­lar down there the size of an ad­mir­al’s cab­in.”

			“Oh!” replied the cap­tain. “Well, like enough it’s the reg­u­lar cel­lar.”

			“Then why should they be at such pains to hide the en­trance, sir?” re­turned the bo’sun.

			“There’s noth­ing in that,” replied the cap­tain. “It’s nat­ur­al that they don’t want every Tom, Dick, and Harry go­ing in­to the wine-cel­lar.”

			“I sup­pose it is, sir,” agreed the bo’sun, “but it looks a costly bottle, though it could do with a bit of a shine,” he ad­ded, spit­ting on it and giv­ing it a vig­or­ous rub with his sleeve.

			“Let’s look at the la­bel,” said the cap­tain. “ ‘Alsace Lor­raine, White, Rare 500.’ What on earth does ‘500’ mean?”

			“The date, sir,” ejac­u­lated the bo’sun; “it’s the date. My eye! that’s enough to give a man a bad head. It’s over a thou­sand years old.”

			“Non­sense, my man,” said the cap­tain, laugh­ing. “It means that this bottle is one of a cargo of five hun­dred.”

			“Of course,” said the bo’sun, slap­ping his knee. “What a thun­der­ing old idi­ot I am, to be sure. You’re right, sir, as you al­ways are, for I see the oth­er four hun­dred and ninety-nine down be­low there. But,” he ad­ded rue­fully, “we’ve got no proof that they’re smuggled.”

			“We’ll soon get that,” said the cap­tain, thrust­ing the bottle in­to the ca­pa­cious skirt pock­et of his sea-coat. “Put these things back, and sum­mon the land­lady.”

			Then the cap­tain un­locked the door and quietly opened it.

			Com­ing up quickly from a stoop­ing po­s­i­tion near the key­hole was Mr. Mipps, the sex­ton.

			“You’re a fine fel­low,” he said, not at all put out of coun­ten­ance by the cap­tain hav­ing found him eaves­drop­ping, “a very fine fel­low to come look­in’ for smug­gling, with a gang o’ blas­phem­ous scoun­drels wot kick up more to-do than the Tower of Ba­bel. Look here, sir, are you com­ing in to keep or­der or not? I only want a word, Yes or No, for I shall go straight round to the court­house and re­port you to the squire. And then p’raps he won’t put you and your crew in­to the cells there; p’raps he won’t—only p’raps, ’cos I’m dead sure he will.”

			“What are my boys do­ing?” laughed the cap­tain.

			“What are the little dears not do­ing?” answered the sex­ton, thor­oughly angry. “Oh, noth­ing, I as­sure you! Only up­set­ting the bar­rels, throw­in’ about the tank­ards, steal­in’ the drinks, and makin’ fun of Mis­sus Wag­getts.”

			“Oh, that’s all right,” said the cap­tain. “Tell Mrs. Wag­getts to come here.”

			“You tell worse men than your­self to do your dirty work,” replied the sex­ton. “Do you think I’m a powder mon­key that I should fetch and carry Mis­sus Wag­getts for you? Fetch her your­self, or send old fat-sides there,” he ad­ded, jerking his thumb at the bo’sun, “or that dear old white-haired ad­mir­al wot’s lost his yel­low ear­flaps. As for me, I’m a-goin’ to the court­house, and if you don’t know what for, you’ll soon learn—you and old fat-sides.” The bo’sun made a grab at him, but Mipps slipped through the crowded bar and was run­ning up the high road.

			The cap­tain now stepped in­to the bar. Or­der was at once re­stored. “Now, ma’am,” he said to Mrs. Wag­getts, “while the bo’sun is see­ing that your score is paid, give me a bottle of wine.”

			“Port or claret, sir?” said the land­lady.

			“Neither,” said the cap­tain. “I have a fancy to try a bottle of Alsa­tian. Yes, a white wine from Alsace Lor­raine.”

			But be­fore the cap­tain had time to smack his lips Mrs. Wag­getts replied: “Oh, we don’t keep that, sir.”

			“No?” quer­ied the cap­tain.

			“No, in­deed, sir,” said the land­lady. “You see there’s no call for it in these parts. And then the cus­toms are so high we couldn’t af­ford to stock it for the few and far betweens as might ask for it. Why, for my own part, sir, though I’ve been in the busi­ness these—well, many years now, I’ve nev­er even heard of it.”

			“Really!” said the cap­tain. “Well, it’s a good wine, ma’am. Now, bo’sun, pipe the men out­side.”

			“Won’t you try a bottle of claret, sir?” said the land­lady with per­sua­sion.

			“No,” said the cap­tain, “later on, per­haps. I’ll see. By the way, is there any old barn about where I could quarter my men? I’m loath to bil­let them on the vil­lage.”

			“No, I don’t know any­where,” re­turned the land­lady. “Do you, Mr. Rash? Per­haps you’d loan the school­house to the cap­tain?”

			“Yes, and give us a hol­i­day for once in a way!” chimed in the pot­boy.

			“It’s not to be thought of,” said the school­mas­ter, walk­ing out of the inn.

			“No one uses the church on week­days, I sup­pose,” said the cap­tain. “I daresay there’s room for them there, in the vestry or the tower per­haps, or even in the crypt.”

			“Them drunk­en ruf­fi­ans in the church!” cried out young Jerk, pulling a hor­ri­fied face, and in­dic­at­ing the rough sail­ors who were now out­side the inn. “You’d bet­ter watch out what you’re up to, or you’ll have the vicar on your track.”

			“I’ll tell you where you’ll end, my lad,” said the cap­tain, turn­ing on him sharply.

			“Where, sir?” said young Jerk, look­ing really in­ter­ested.

			“If not upon the scaf­fold, un­com­mon near it, I’ll be bound,” the cap­tain replied.

			I hope so in­deed, thought Hang­man Jerk, and I hopes it’ll be a-fix­ing the noose around your bull neck. But he kept this thought to him­self, for he sud­denly re­membered that the cap­tain could be rather too play­ful for his lik­ing; so he watched the sail­ors shoul­der­ing their bundles, fall­ing in­to line, and even­tu­ally swinging out of the old Ship Inn, fol­lowed by the cap­tain.

		
	
		
			
				VI

				Doc­tor Syn Takes Cold

			
			You can ima­gine that the com­ing of the King’s men caused some stir in Dymchurch; for after leav­ing the Ship Inn they were marched round the vil­lage and drawn up in front of the court­house. Here they waited while the cap­tain knocked upon the front door and asked for the squire.

			“Sir Ant­ony Cob­tree is out rid­ing,” said the but­ler. But at that in­stant a clat­ter­ing of hoofs was heard upon the high­way and the squire him­self came along at an easy trot and drew rein be­fore the house. “My faith!” he cried, look­ing from the but­ler to the cap­tain, and then at the line of na­ked cut­lasses. “Have the French landed at last?”

			“Cap­tain Howard Colly­er of the King’s Ad­mir­alty, sir,” said the cap­tain, sa­lut­ing, “and if you are the squire, very much at your ser­vice.”

			The jolly squire re­turned the sa­lute, touch­ing his hat with his rid­ing whip. “In­deed, Cap­tain?” he said, dis­mount­ing. “And I would prefer to be your friend than your foe so long as you have these sturdy fel­lows at your back. Is it the re­newed activ­ity of the French navy that we have to thank for your pres­ence here, or the coast de­fence?”

			“I should like a word with you alone,” said the cap­tain.

			“Cer­tainly,” re­turned the squire, throw­ing the reins to a groom and lead­ing the way to the house.

			They crossed the large hall, and the squire, open­ing a door at the far end, in­vited the cap­tain to enter the lib­rary.

			There in the re­cess of the old mul­lioned win­dow sat Doc­tor Syn, deep in a dusty tome that he had taken from the book­case.

			“Ah, Doc­tor,” said the squire, “they didn’t tell me you were here. No fur­ther need to fear the French fleet. The King’s Ad­mir­alty has had the kind grace to fur­nish us with an of­ficer’s com­ple­ment. Cap­tain Colly­er—Doc­tor Syn, our vicar.”

			“Not the Colly­er who sank the Li­on d’Or at the mouth of the St. Lawrence River, I sup­pose?” he said, shak­ing hands.

			“The same,” re­turned the cap­tain, highly de­lighted that the achieve­ment of his life had been heard of by the par­son. “Cap­tain Howard Colly­er then, com­mand­ing the Res­ist­ance, a brig­antine of twenty-two guns. In­deed, sir, the French Gov­ern­ment kicked up such a dev­il of a row over that little af­fair that I lost my com­mand. So now, in­stead of sink­ing battle­ships, the Ad­mir­alty keeps me busy nos­ing out smug­glers; a poor enough game for a man who has done big things at sea, but it has its ex­cite­ments.”

			“So I should ima­gine,” said the cler­ic.

			“And what have you come here for?” asked the squire.

			“To hang every smug­gler on Rom­ney Marsh,” said the cap­tain.

			“Do you be­lieve in ghosts?” said the squire.

			“What do you mean?” re­tor­ted the cap­tain.

			“What I say,” re­turned the squire. “Do you be­lieve in ghosts?”

			“Well, I can’t say I do,” laughed the cap­tain, “for I have nev­er yet met one.”

			“No more have I,” re­turned the squire. “But they say the Marsh is haunted at night. They’ve said so so long that people be­lieve it. Whenev­er a trav­el­ler loses his way on the Marsh and dis­ap­pears, folk say that the Marsh witches have taken him. When the har­vests are bad, when the wool is poor, when the cattle are sickly, oh, it’s al­ways the Marsh witches that are blamed. They set fire to hay­stacks, they kill the chick­ens, they blast the trees, they curdle the milk, and hold up trav­el­lers and rob them of their purses. In fact all the vices of the Marsh, really per­formed by Mas­ter Fox, or Mas­ter Care­less, or Mas­ter Foot­pad, are all put down to the poor Marsh witches, who don’t ex­ist ex­cept in the minds of the people. I know the Marshes as well as any man ever will, and I’ve nev­er seen a witch, and it’s the very same with smug­glers. The whole thing’s a fal­lacy. I’ve nev­er caught ’em at it; and I keep a stern enough eye on my farms, I can tell you. Why, I’m a pos­it­ive king, sir. Do you know that if a man work­ing in the neigh­bour­hood doesn’t please me, that I can shut every door of the Marsh against him? Why, these farm­ers are all scared stiff of me, sir. I’d like to see the man who went against the laws of Rom­ney Marsh. I can tell you, sir, that I’d soon mark him down.”

			“You are per­haps too con­fid­ent, sir,” sug­ges­ted the cap­tain.

			“Not a bit of it, sir,” ex­claimed the squire. “Mind you I don’t trust ’em, oh, Lord, no; I just know ’em to be hon­est, be­cause I don’t give ’em the chance to be oth­er­wise. They nev­er know when or where I’ll be turn­ing up. Why, I have a groom in my stables awake all night in case I want to sur­prise a farm ten miles away. Smug­glers? Pooh! Rub­bish!”

			“Then you con­sider that I am here on a wild goose chase?” said the cap­tain.

			“Not even that,” said the squire; “for you will find no wild geese to chase. How­ever, I don’t think that you need re­gret hav­ing been sent here, for we can give you really good en­ter­tain­ment; and I’ll bet my head that after you have stayed with us a week or so you’ll be send­ing in your pa­pers to the Ad­mir­alty, and set­tling down on the Marsh as a good Kentish farm­er.”

			“I’m afraid not, sir,” laughed the cap­tain.

			“Oh, yes, you will,” went on the squire. “And I’ll be bound that we’ll have you both­er­ing Doc­tor Syn to put the banns up for you and some coun­try beauty. What do you say, Doc­tor?”

			“Well,” chuckled the cler­ic, en­ter­ing in­to the joke, “if a man wants to marry and settle down, and live hap­pily ever after, as the say­ing goes, why, then, Kent’s the place for him. It’s a great coun­try, sir, ex­pe­cially south and east of the Med­way; fam­ous for everything that goes to make life worth liv­ing.”

			“Yes, take him on the whole,” said the squire, “the King can boast of no great­er jew­el in the crown of Eng­land than the av­er­age man of Kent.”

			“Well,” agreed the cap­tain, “I’ve heard say that Kent has fine clover fields, and it’s evid­ent to me that I’m a lucky dev­il and have fallen in­to one. But I must see to the bil­let­ing of my men. Per­haps you can ad­vise me?” But the squire wouldn’t hear of busi­ness un­til the cap­tain had cracked a bottle of wine with them and prom­ised to lodge him­self at the court­house, Doc­tor Syn read­ily pla­cing the large brick-built vicar­age barn at the dis­pos­al of the men.

			So hav­ing settled all am­ic­ably, and prom­ising to re­turn with­in the hour for sup­per, the cap­tain, pi­loted by Doc­tor Syn, and fol­lowed by the sea­men, pro­ceeded to in­spect the barn; and it was not long be­fore the sail­ors had con­ver­ted it in­to as jolly an old hall as one could wish to see, with a great log-fire ablaze in the stone grate, and a pot of steam­ing victu­als swinging from a hook above the flames.

			“Are you all here?” said the cap­tain to the bo’sun, be­fore re­join­ing the Doc­tor out­side the door.

			“All ex­cept Bill Spiker and the mu­latto, sir,” re­turned Job Mal­let. “I sent ’em for rum. Here they are, if I mis­take not.” And in­deed up to the barn came two sea­men car­ry­ing a bar­rel.

			“Now,” said the cap­tain to Doc­tor Syn, “I am ready to re­turn to the court­house.”

			But the cler­ic’s eyes were fixed on the men car­ry­ing the bar­rel, who were passing him. “Who’s that man?” he said to the cap­tain, shiv­er­ing vi­ol­ently, for a cold fog had ris­en with the night.

			“That’s Bill Spiker the gun­ner,” said the cap­tain. “Do you know him?”

			“No—the oth­er, the oth­er,” ex­claimed the Doc­tor, still watch­ing the re­treat­ing fig­ures who were now be­ing re­ceived with shouts of wel­come from the barn.

			“Oh, that fel­low’s a mu­latto,” re­turned the cap­tain; “use­ful for in­vest­ig­a­tion work. An ugly enough look­ing ras­cal, isn’t he?”

			“A very ugly ras­cal,” muttered the Doc­tor, walk­ing rap­idly from the barn in the dir­ec­tion of the court­house.

			“You look cold,” re­marked the cap­tain as they stood out­side the court­house door.

			“Yes. It’s a cold night,” re­turned the Doc­tor. “Why, I de­clare my teeth are chat­ter­ing.”

		
	
		
			
				VII

				Clegg the Buc­can­eer

			
			There was one man who knew Rom­ney Marsh as well as the squire. This was Sen­nacherib Pep­per, and, what’s more, he knew the Marsh by night as well as by day, for he was the vis­it­ing phys­i­cian to the Marsh farms, and his work called him to pa­tients some­times at night. He had seen curi­ous things upon the Marsh from his own ac­count, hint­ing darkly about the witches and dev­ils that rode on fiery steeds through the mists. The vil­la­gers, of course, be­lieved his yarns, but the squire pooh-poo­hed them, and, as it was well known that Sen­nacherib Pep­per was a hard drink­er, some people put his stor­ies down to the ef­fects of wine. But al­though he gave no cre­dence to his tales, Sir Ant­ony rather en­joyed the phys­i­cian, and he was a fre­quent vis­it­or to the court­house. He had pre­vailed upon him to stay to sup­per this very night, in­tro­du­cing him to the cap­tain as his dear friend Sen­nacherib Pep­per, the worst mas­ter of phys­ics and the most at­ro­cious li­ar on Rom­ney Marsh, for al­though Sen­nacherib was a very touchy old cus­tom­er and was ever on the brink of los­ing his tem­per, Sir Ant­ony could nev­er res­ist a joke at his ex­pense.

			“Zounds, sir!” he re­tor­ted, “if I were present­ing you to Sir Ant­ony I should most cer­tainly style him the worst busi­ness man upon the Marsh.”

			“How do you make that out?” cried the squire.

			“My dear sir,” went on Sen­nacherib to the cap­tain, “his ten­ants rob him at every turn. Every­body but him­self knows that half the wool from his farms finds its way over to Cal­ais.”

			“My dear Cap­tain,” said Doc­tor Syn, who was warm­ing him­self at the fire­place, “our good friend Pep­per is re­peatedly com­ing in­to con­tact with the old gen­tle­man him­self upon the Marsh. Why, only last year he in­formed us that he met at least a score of his body­guard rid­ing in per­fect style and most ap­proved man­ner across from Ivychurch on fire-snort­ing steeds. And how many witches is it now that you have seen? A good round dozen, I’ll be sworn; and they were rid­ing straddle-legs, a thing that we could hardly cred­it.”

			“Well, let us hope,” said the phys­i­cian, “that the pres­ence of the King’s men will fright­en the dev­ils away. I’ve seen ’em, and I’ve no wish to see ’em again.”

			“You can set your mind quite at rest, sir,” re­turned the cap­tain, “for if as you say their horses breathe fire, they will af­ford ex­cel­lent tar­gets on the flat Marsh. We’ll hail the King’s ship and see what ninety good guns can do for the dev­ils.”

			All through sup­per was this vein of hu­mor­ous con­ver­sa­tion kept up, un­til when the meal was fin­ished and pipes alight, and Denis had re­tired to his room with a glum face to steer most sorely against his will upon a course of lit­er­at­ure, the con­ver­sa­tion gradu­ally drif­ted in­to the South­ern Seas, and the cap­tain began telling stir­ring tales of Clegg the pir­ate, who had been hanged at Rye.

			“I should like to have been at that hanging,” he cried, fin­ish­ing a tale of hor­ror, “for the fel­low, as you have just heard, was a bloodthirsty scoun­drel.”

			“So we have al­ways heard,” said Doc­tor Syn; “but don’t you think that some of his ex­ploits may have been ex­ag­ger­ated?”

			“Not a bit of it,” ex­claimed the cap­tain; “I be­lieve everything I hear about that man, ex­cept that last blun­der that put his neck in­to the noose at Rye.”

			“That is his only ex­ploit about which there is any cer­tainty,” said the phys­i­cian.

			“It was a mis­take mur­der­ing that rev­en­ue man,” agreed Doc­tor Syn, “but Clegg was drunk, and threw all cau­tion to the dev­il.”

			“Clegg had been drunk enough be­fore,” said the cap­tain, “and yet he had nev­er made a mis­take. No, he was too clev­er to be caught in the meshes of a tav­ern brawl. Be­sides, from all we know of his former life, he would surely have put up a bet­ter de­fence at his tri­al; of course he would. You don’t tell me that a man who could ter­ror­ize the high seas all that time was go­ing to let him­self swing for a vul­gar murder in a Rye tav­ern.”

			“But it is a no­tice­able thing,” put in the cler­ic, “that all great crim­in­als have made one stu­pid blun­der that has caused their down­fall.”

			“Which gen­er­ally means,” went on the cap­tain, “that up to that mo­ment it was luck and not geni­us that kept them safe. But we know that Clegg was a geni­us. I’ve had it first hand from high Ad­mir­alty men; from men who have lived in the colon­ies and traded in Clegg’s seas. The more I hear about that ras­cally pir­ate the more it makes me won­der; and some day I mean to give the time to clear­ing up the mys­tery.”

			“What mys­tery?” said the cler­ic.

			“The mys­tery of how Clegg could per­suade an­oth­er man to com­mit wil­ful murder in or­der to take his name upon the scaf­fold,” said the cap­tain. “It takes some powers of per­sua­sion to ac­com­plish that, you’ll agree.”

			“What on earth do you mean?” said the cler­ic.

			“Simply this,” ejac­u­lated the cap­tain, beat­ing the table with his fist, “that Clegg was nev­er hanged at Rye.”

			There was a pause, and the gen­tle­men looked at him with grave faces. Presently the squire laughed. “Upon my soul, Cap­tain,” he said, “you run our friend Sen­nacherib here un­com­mon close with stag­ger­ing state­ments. I won­der which of you will tell us first that Queen Anne is not dead.”

			“Queen Anne is dead,” ex­claimed the cap­tain, “be­cause she was not for­tu­nate enough to per­suade some­body else to die for her. Now I main­tain that this is ex­actly what Clegg did do.”

			“Can you let us have the reas­ons that led you to this the­ory?” said the cler­ic, in­ter­ested.

			“I don’t see why not,” replied the cap­tain. “In the first place, the man hanged at Rye was a short, thick­set man, tat­tooed from head to foot, wear­ing enorm­ous brass ear­rings, and his black hair cropped short as a Round­head’s.”

			“That’s an ex­act de­scrip­tion of him,” said the par­son, “for, as every­body knows, I vis­ited the poor wretch in his pris­on at Rye, and at his de­sire wrote out his fi­nal and hor­rible con­fes­sion.”

			“Is that so?” said the cap­tain. “Oh, yes, I re­mem­ber hear­ing of how he was vis­ited by a par­son. I thought it a bit in­con­gru­ous at the time.”

			“And so it was,” agreed the par­son, “for I have nev­er seen a more un­re­pent­ant man go to meet his Maker.”

			“Well, now,” went on the cap­tain, his eyes glisten­ing with ex­cite­ment, “I have it on very good au­thor­ity that the real Clegg in no way answered this de­scrip­tion: he was a weird-look­ing fel­low; thin faced, thin legs, long arms, and, what’s more to the point, was nev­er tat­tooed in his life save once by some un­skilled artist who had tried to por­tray a man walk­ing the plank with a shark wait­ing be­low. This pic­ture was ex­ecuted so poorly that the pir­ate would nev­er let any­one try again. Then I also have it on the very best evid­ence that Clegg’s hair was gray, and had been gray since quite a young man; so that does away with your black, close-cropped hair. And again I have it that Clegg would nev­er per­mit his ears to be pierced for brass rings, af­firm­ing that they were use­less lum­ber for a sea­man to carry.”

			“Don’t you think,” said the squire, “that all this was a clev­er dodge to avoid dis­cov­ery?”

			“A dis­guise?” quer­ied the cap­tain. “Yes, I con­fess that the same thing oc­curred to me.”

			“And might I ask how you man­aged to ob­tain your real de­scrip­tion of Clegg?” asked the vicar.

			“At first,” said the cap­tain, “from second or third sources; but the oth­er day I got firsthand evid­ence from a man who had served aboard Clegg’s ship, the Imo­gene. That ugly-look­ing ras­cal who was help­ing Bill Spiker carry the rum-bar­rel. The bo’sun ques­tioned him for up­ward of three hours in his queer lingo, and man­aged to ar­rive, by the nod­ding and shak­ing of the man’s head, at an ex­act de­scrip­tion of him tal­ly­ing with mine and yours” (glan­cing at Doc­tor Syn).

			“He was one of Clegg’s men?” said the vicar, amazed. “Then pray, sir, what is he do­ing in the roy­al navy?”

			“I use him as track­er,” replied the cap­tain. “You know, some of these half-caste mon­grels, mix­tures of all the bad blood in the South­ern Seas, have re­mark­able gifts of track­ing. It’s pos­it­ively un­canny the way this ras­cal can smell out a trap­door or a hid­ing-place. He’s in­valu­able to me on these smug­gling trips. I sup­pose you’ve noth­ing of the sort in this house?”

			“There’s a stair­case lead­ing to a priest’s hole in this very chim­ney corner, though you would nev­er guess at it,” re­turned the squire. “And, what’s more, I bet a guinea that nobody would dis­cov­er it.”

			“I’ll lay you ten to one that the mu­latto will; aye, and with­in a quarter of an hour!”

			“Done!” cried the squire. “This will be sport; we’ll have him round,” and he summoned the but­ler.

			“There’s one con­di­tion I should have made,” said the cap­tain when the but­ler opened the door. “The ras­cal is dumb and can­not speak a word of Eng­lish; but my bo’sun can speak his lingo and will make him un­der­stand what we re­quire of him.”

			“Fetch ’em both round,” cried the squire. “Gad­zooks! it’s a new sport this.”

			The but­ler was ac­cord­ingly dis­patched with the cap­tain’s or­ders to the bo’sun that he should step round at once to the court­house with the mu­latto. Mean­time, Denis was summoned from the paths of learn­ing, and the terms of the wager hav­ing been ex­plained to him, he awaited in high ex­cite­ment the com­ing of the sea­men.

			“How is it that the fel­low’s dumb?” asked the phys­i­cian.

			“Tongue cut out at the roots, sir,” replied the cap­tain. “He might well be deaf, too, for his ears are also gone, prob­ably along with his tongue, but he’s not deaf, he un­der­stands the bo’sun all right.”

			“Did you ever find out how he lost them?” asked the squire.

			“It was Clegg,” replied the cap­tain; “for after hav­ing been tor­tured in this pleas­ant fash­ion he was ma­rooned upon a cor­al reef.”

			“Good God!” said the vicar, go­ing pale with the thought of it.

			“How did he get off?” asked the squire.

			“God alone knows,” re­turned the cap­tain.

			“Can’t you get it out of him in some way?” said the squire.

			“Job Mal­let, the bo’sun, can’t make him un­der­stand some things,” said the cap­tain, “but he loc­ated the reef upon which he’d been ma­rooned in the Ad­mir­alty chart, and it’s as God­for­saken a piece of rock as you could wish. No ve­get­a­tion; far from the beat of ships; not even re­gistered upon the mer­cant­ile maps. As well be the man in the moon as a man on that reef for all the chance you’d have to get off.”

			“But he got off,” said the squire. “How?”

			“That’s just it,” said the cap­tain, “how? If you can find that out you’re smarter than Job Mal­let, who seems the only man who can get things out of him.”

			“By Gad! I’m quite eager to look at the poor dev­il!” cried the squire.

			“So am I,” agreed the phys­i­cian.

			“And I’d give a lot to know how he got off that reef,” said Doc­tor Syn.

			But at that in­stant the but­ler opened the door, and Job Mal­let shuffled in­to the room, look­ing troubled. “Where’s the mu­latto?” said the cap­tain sharply, for the bo’sun was alone.

			“I don’t know, sir,” answered the bo’sun sheep­ishly; “he’s gone!”

			“Gone? Where to?” said the cap­tain.

			“Don’t know, sir,” answered the bo’sun. “I see him curled up in the barn along of the oth­ers just afore I stepped out­side to stand watch, and when I went to wake him to bring him along of me, why, blest if he hadn’t dis­ap­peared.”

			“Did you look for him?” said the cap­tain.

			“Well, sir, I was a-look­in’ for him as far down as to the end of the field where one of them ditches run,” said the bo’sun, “when I see some­thing wot fair beat any­thing I ever seed afore: it was a re­gi­ment of horse, some twenty of ’em maybe, but if them riders wer­en’t dev­ils, well, I ain’t a sea­man.”

			“What were they like?” screamed Sen­nacherib.

			“Wild-look­ing fel­lows on horses wot seemed to snort out fire, and the faces of the riders and horses were all moon­light sort of col­our, but be­fore I’d shouted, ‘Be­lay there!’ they’d all dis­ap­peared in the mist.”

			“How far away were these riders?” said the cap­tain.

			“Why, right on top of me, as it seemed,” stammered the bo’sun.

			“Job Mal­let,” said the cap­tain, shak­ing his large fin­ger at him, “I’ll tell you what it is, my man: you’ve been drink­ing rum.”

			“Well, sir,” ad­mit­ted the sea­man, “it did seem ex­tra good to­night, and per­haps I did take more than I could man­age; though come to think of it, sir, I’ve of­ten drunk more than I’ve swal­lowed to­night and not seen a thing, sir.”

			“You get back to the barn and go to sleep,” said the cap­tain, “and lock the door from the in­side; there’s no need to stand watches to­night, and it won’t do that for­eign ras­cal any harm to find him­self on the wrong side of the door for once.” Job Mal­let sa­luted and left the room.

			“You see what it comes to, Sen­nacherib,” laughed the squire: “drink too much and you’re bound to see dev­ils!”

			“I don’t be­lieve that fel­low has drunk too much,” said the phys­i­cian, get­ting up. “But I’m walk­ing home, and it’s late; time I made a start.”

			“Mind the dev­ils!” laughed the vicar as he shook hands.

			“They’ll mind me, sir,” said Sen­nacherib as he grasped his thick stick. And so the sup­per party broke up: the squire light­ing the cap­tain to his room; Doc­tor Syn re­turn­ing to the vicar­age; and Sen­nacherib Pep­per set­ting out for his lonely walk across the dev­il-rid­den Marsh.

			The win­dow of the cap­tain’s room looked out upon the court­yard; he could see noth­ing of the sea, noth­ing of the Marsh. Now, as these were the two things he in­ten­ded to see—aye, and on that very night—he waited pa­tiently till the house was still; for he con­sidered that there was more truth in Sen­nacherib Pep­per’s stor­ies than the squire al­lowed. In­deed, it was more than likely that the squire dis­al­lowed them for reas­ons of his own. This he de­term­ined to find out. So half an hour after the squire had bade him good­night he softly crossed the room to open the door.

			But the door was locked on the out­side!

		
	
		
			
				VIII

				Dog­ging the School­mas­ter

			
			Now Jerry lived with his grand­par­ents, and they were al­ways early to bed. In­deed, by ten o’clock they were both snor­ing loudly, while Jerry would be tucked up in the little at­tic dream­ing of the gal­lows and hanging Mr. Rash. Jerry was troubled a good deal by dreams; but upon this par­tic­u­lar night they were more than usu­ally vi­ol­ent; wheth­er ow­ing to the great ex­cite­ment caused by the com­ing of the King’s men, or due to the ex­tra doses of rum that the young­ster had in­dulged in, who can say. He dreamt that he was out on the Marsh chas­ing the school­mas­ter: that was all very well, quite a pleas­ant dream to young Jerk and not at all a night­mare, but un­for­tu­nately there were things chas­ing Jerry as well, and the near­er he seemed to get to the fly­ing school­mas­ter the near­er got the things be­hind him. There was no doubt at all in the dream­er’s mind as to what they were, for they were the Marsh dev­ils that he had heard about from in­fancy, the very de­mon riders that old Sen­nacherib Pep­per was cred­ited with hav­ing seen. He glanced over his shoulder and saw them pound­ing after him, grim riders on most ghastly steeds. The noise of the hoofs got near­er and near­er, and run as he would, he felt that he would nev­er reach the school­mas­ter be­fore he him­self was caught by the demons. Then in the dream the school­mas­ter turned round, and Jerk with a scream saw that what he had been chas­ing was no longer the school­mas­ter but the dev­il him­self. So there he was between the de­mon riders and the very old gen­tle­man that Doc­tor Syn preached about on Sundays. Now, al­though Jerry was no cow­ard, he was not quite proof against such a shock as this, so he just uttered the most ap­palling scream and fell in­to a ditch that had sud­denly ap­peared be­fore him. The fall in­to the ditch was very hard, so hard, in­deed, that the sleep­er awoke to find that he was sit­ting on the floor with the bed­clothes on top of him. But he was still un­cer­tain wheth­er or no he was awake, for al­though he rubbed his eyes ex­ceed­ingly hard he could still hear the pound­ing hoofs of the de­mon horses, and they were com­ing near­er. He rubbed his eyes again, twis­ted his fin­gers in­to his ears, and listened. Yes, there was really no mis­tak­ing it, there were horses com­ing along the road be­fore the house, and he was cer­tain in his mind that they were the phantoms of his dream. So he went to the case­ment and looked out. Pre­pared for a sur­prise he cer­tainly was, but not such a ter­rible one as he got. Along the road at a gal­lop went a score or so of horse­men: that they were not of this world was very easy to see, for there was moon­light shin­ing from their faces and from the faces of the horses as well.

			The riders were fant­ast­ic­ally dressed in black, and wore queer tall hats the like of which Jerry had only seen in ghost books. They were fine riders, too, for they seemed to the ter­ri­fied boy ac­tu­ally to grow out of their horses. Jerry no­ticed, too, that there were long stream­ers of black fly­ing from the har­ness. The curi­ous light that shone upon the riders made it pos­sible for Jerry to see their faces, which were en­tirely diabol­ic­al, for one and all were laugh­ing as they rode. They were go­ing at a good pace, so that as soon as they ap­peared, just so sud­den did they go, and al­though Jerk opened the case­ment and hung out of the win­dow, the mist had en­tirely swal­lowed the riders up, al­though he could still hear the dis­tant noise of their horses. It soun­ded as if one of them was com­ing back. Yes, he was sure of it! So he very quickly shut the win­dow again. The clat­ter of hoofs got louder, and presently Jerk, through the pane, caught sight of a rider trot­ting out of the mist. Now there seemed some­thing fa­mil­i­ar about this fig­ure and the pe­cu­li­ar jog­ging of the steed; but the rider was well un­der the win­dow be­fore Jerk dis­covered that this was no de­mon, but the hated school­mas­ter. What was he do­ing rid­ing out at this hour, thought the young­ster? Was he in league with the spir­its of the Marsh, and could he pass through them without be­ing scared? For there was no oth­er turn­ing along the road, and the school­mas­ter, al­though very re­puls­ive to be­hold, was not look­ing in any way con­cerned; so Jerry came to the rap­id con­clu­sion that his deadly en­emy was in some way or oth­er con­nec­ted with that mys­ter­i­ous band of horse. “So,” he thought, “if he’s up to mis­chief, I must find out what that mis­chief is, and if it’s a hanging busi­ness, all the bet­ter.” So quickly and si­lently Jerk pulled on his breeches and coat, and with his boots in his hand crept out upon the stairs. Everything was very still, and the creaks and cracks of the old oak were hor­rible, and then his grand­fath­er did snore so very loud, and once just as he was en­ter­ing the kit­chen he heard his grand­moth­er cry out: “Jerry, come here!” That nearly made him jump out of his skin, but he heard im­me­di­ately af­ter­ward her wheez­ing snore mingled with those of her bet­ter half, so he con­cluded that she had only cried out in her sleep. In the kit­chen he put on his boots, and just as he was open­ing the back door he heard the tall clock in the front room strik­ing el­ev­en. He left the door on the latch and, climb­ing through a hedge, struck out across the Marsh. He knew well enough that by run­ning he could pick up the road again so as to be ahead of the rider; but it was dif­fi­cult go­ing at night, and by the time he had scrambled through the hedge again he saw the school­mas­ter passing round at the back of Mipps’s shop. There was still a light burn­ing in the front win­dow, and after ty­ing up his bony horse the school­mas­ter entered the shop. “What’s he want­ing at a coffin shop at this hour?” thought Jerk. “I wish he was or­der­ing his own, I do!” And with this un­char­it­able thought he crept along the road and ap­proached the house. A coffin shop isn’t a pleas­ant thing to be­hold at night. Rows of coffin planks leaned up against the pro­vi­sion shelves, for Mipps sup­plied the vil­lage with bread and small eat­ables. A half-fin­ished coffin re­posed on trestles in the centre of the floor, and around the room hung every con­ceiv­able art­icle that had to do with coffins. The at­mo­sphere of coffins spread over everything in the store, and wheth­er young Jerk looked at the bottles of pre­serves on this shelf or the loaves of dark bread on that, to him they meant but one thing: Death! And he was quite sat­is­fied that any­one bold enough to eat of the food in that grisly shop well de­served to be knocked up sol­id in one of Mipps’s boxes.

			The sex­ton him­self was ex­amin­ing with great care a mix­ture that he was stir­ring in­side a small cauldron. Mr. Rash ap­proached him and asked if there was enough. “Of course there is,” answered the sex­ton. “Ain’t the oth­ers all had theirs? And there’s only you left; last again, as usu­al. Hang the pot on to your saddle and come along.” Jerk fell to won­der­ing what on earth could be in­side that pot. He could smell it through the broken case­ment, and a right nasty smell it was. Mipps led the way through the back of the shop, and Jerk, by chan­ging his po­s­i­tion, could see him fix­ing the pot to the saddle, as he had sug­ges­ted, then spring­ing on to the horse’s back with mar­vel­lous agil­ity for so an­cient a man, he went off through the vil­lage with the school­mas­ter trot­ting at the side, and the wary Jerk fol­low­ing in the shad­ows.

			They led him right through the vil­lage to the vicar­age, and tied the horse be­hind a tree at the back. Then Mipps, pro­du­cing a key, opened the front door, and a minute later Jerk from a point of vant­age be­hind the low church­yard wall saw the sex­ton throw a log on to the low, smoul­der­ing fire in the old grate of the front room that was the Doc­tor’s study. Mipps also lighted a candle that stood upon the chim­ney-board. Jerry could see in­to the room quite dis­tinctly now: he could see the old sex­ton curled up in the oak settle by the fire­place, and the school­mas­ter’s shad­ow flick­er­ing upon the wall. He also had a good view of the court­house, where there were candles still burn­ing in the lib­rary, and the hearty voice of the squire would keep sound­ing out loud and clear. Presently the door opened and a fig­ure came out, go­ing off in the dir­ec­tion of the vicar­age barn, and Jerk had no dif­fi­culty in re­cog­niz­ing the bo’sun of the King’s men.

			As soon as he had dis­ap­peared Jerk got an­oth­er sur­prise, for there came across the church­yard, dodging in and out among the tomb­stones, a truly ter­rible thing. Its face seemed to the boy like the face of a dead man, for it looked quite yel­low, and its white hair gave it a fur­ther corpse­like ex­pres­sion. Jerk was ter­ri­fied that the thing would see him, but it didn’t, for the shin­ing black eyes, un­like any­thing he had ever seen be­fore, were dir­ec­ted en­tirely upon the lighted win­dow of the vicar­age, and up to it he crawled, and peeped in­to the room. The school­mas­ter was stand­ing with his back to the win­dow, but he presently turned and went to the door. The weird fig­ure crouched in the flower­bed un­der the sill, for Mr. Rash opened the front door and went round to the back of the house to the tree where he had tied the horse.

			As soon as he had gone the yel­low-faced man entered the house. Now Jerry fell to won­der­ing what this was all about, and what the little sex­ton would do if he caught sight of the ap­par­i­tion. But the sex­ton’s eyes were closed and his mouth wide open, and Jerry could hear him be­gin­ning to snore. When the door of the room was opened the fig­ure cau­tiously crossed to­ward the fire, but the sex­ton didn’t move; he was asleep.

			Now above the chim­neypiece hung a har­poon; it be­longed to Doc­tor Syn, who was a col­lect­or of naut­ic­al curi­os­it­ies; and this har­poon had once been Clegg’s. It was a curi­ous shape, and it was sup­posed that only one man in the South­ern Seas be­sides the pir­ate had ever suc­ceeded in throw­ing it.

			The fig­ure was now between Mipps and the fire­light, and it began ex­amin­ing the curios upon the man­tel-board. Sud­denly it per­ceived the har­poon and, with a cry, un­hooked it from its nail. The sex­ton opened his eyes, and the fig­ure swung the dan­ger­ous weapon above his head, and Jerk thought that the sex­ton’s last mo­ment had come, but Mipps, ut­ter­ing a pier­cing cry, kicked out most lust­ily against the chim­neypiece, and back­ward he went along with the settle.

			Per­haps it was the hor­rible cry that frightened the thing, be­cause it came run­ning out of the front door with the har­poon still in its hand, and leap­ing the church­yard wall dis­ap­peared among the tomb­stones in the dir­ec­tion of the Marsh.

			Mipps got up and ran to the door, cry­ing out for Rash, and at the same time the door of the court­house opened and Doc­tor Syn came strid­ing to­ward the vicar­age.

			“No more pa­ro­chi­al work, I trust to­night, Mr. Sex­ton?” he said cheer­ily, but then no­ti­cing Mipps’s ter­ri­fied de­mean­our he ad­ded: “What’s the mat­ter, Mr. Mipps? You look as grave as a tomb­stone.”

			“So would you, sir, if you seen wot I seed. It was stand­in’ over me look­in’ straight down at me, as yel­low as a guinea.”

			“What was?” said the cler­ic.

			“A thing!” said the sex­ton.

			“Come, come, what sort of thing?” de­man­ded the vicar.

			“The likes of a man,” replied the sex­ton, think­ing, “but not a liv­in’ man—a sort of shape—a dead ’un—and yet I can’t help fancy­ing I’ve seed it some­wheres be­fore. By thun­der!” he cried sud­denly, “I know. That’s why it took Clegg’s har­poon. For God’s sake, come in­side, sir.” And in they went hur­riedly, fol­lowed by Rash, who had just ar­rived back on the scene. In­side the room Mr. Mipps again nar­rated in a hor­ri­fied whis­per what he had just seen, point­ing now out of the win­dow in the dir­ec­tion taken by the thing and now at the empty nail where Clegg’s har­poon had hung.

			Doc­tor Syn went to the win­dow to close the shut­ters and saw Sen­nacherib Pep­per cross­ing the far side of the church­yard.

			“Good night, Sen­nacherib,” he cried out, and shut the shut­ters. A minute later out came the school­mas­ter, but in­stead of go­ing round for his horse, as Jerry ex­pec­ted, he walked quickly after Sen­nacherib Pep­per. “How long is this go­ing on for, I won­der?” thought young Jerk, as he picked him­self up and set off after the school­mas­ter.

		
	
		
			
				IX

				The End of Sen­nacherib Pep­per

			
			For half a mile out of the vil­lage Mr. Rash kept well in the rear of Sen­nacherib Pep­per, and Jerk kept well be­hind the school­mas­ter. It was a weird night. Everything was vivid, either very dark or very light; such grass as they came to was black grass; such road­ways they crossed were white roads; the sky was brightly starlit, but the moun­tain­ous clouds were black, and the edges of the great dyke sluices were pitch black, but the wa­ter and thin mud, sil­ver steel, re­flect­ing the light of the sky. Sen­nacherib Pep­per was a black shad­ow ahead; the school­mas­ter was a black­er one; and Jerk—well, he couldn’t see him­self; he rather wished he could, for com­pany.

			Al­though Mr. Rash was a very black-look­ing fig­ure, there was some­thing small and ugly that kept catch­ing the sil­ver steel re­flec­ted in the dyke wa­ter. What was it? Jerry couldn’t make out. It was some­thing in Mr. Rash’s hand, and he kept bring­ing it out and thrust­ing it back in­to the pock­et of his over­coat. But the young ad­ven­turer had enough to do, keep­ing him­self from be­ing dis­covered, else he might have un­der­stood and so saved Sen­nacherib’s life.

			When they got about a mile from the vil­lage Mr. Rash quickened his pace; Jerry quickened his ac­cord­ingly, but Sen­nacherib Pep­per, who had no ob­ject in do­ing so, did not quick­en his. Once the school­mas­ter stopped dead, and the young hang­man only just pulled up in time, so near was he; and once again the sil­ver thing came out of the pock­et, but this time Mr. Rash looked at it be­fore thrust­ing it back again. Then he began to run.

			“Is that you. Doc­tor Pep­per?” he called out.

			Now this is strange, thought Jerk, for the school­mas­ter must surely have known what man he was fol­low­ing, and why hadn’t he cried out be­fore?

			Sen­nacherib stopped. Jerk drew him­self down among the rushes in the dyke and crept as near to the two men as he dared; he was with­in easy earshot, any­how.

			“Who is it?” asked Pep­per; and then, re­cog­niz­ing the shoddy young man, he ad­ded: “Why, it’s the school­mas­ter!”

			“Yes, Doc­tor Pep­per,” replied Rash, “and it’s been a hard job I’ve had to re­cov­er you, for it’s an un­canny way over the Marsh.”

			Just then there was the sound of horses gal­lop­ing in the dis­tance, Jerk could hear it dis­tinctly.

			“What do you want me for?” asked the phys­i­cian.

			“It was the vicar sent me for you, sir,” replied the school­mas­ter. “He wants you to come at once; there’s some­body dy­ing in the par­ish.”

			“Do you know who it is?” said the phys­i­cian.

			“I be­lieve it’s old Mrs. Tapsole in the Bake House, but I’m none too sure.”

			In­deed it seemed to Jerk that un­cer­tainty was the whole at­ti­tude of the school­mas­ter. He seemed to be listen­ing to the dis­tant noise of gal­lop­ing and an­swer­ing old Sen­nacherib at ran­dom. Per­haps the phys­i­cian also no­ticed some­thing in his man­ner, for he looked at him pretty straight and said:

			“I don’t think it’s Mrs. Tapsole, either, for I saw her today and she was as merry as a crick­et.”

			“She’s had a fit, sir, that’s about what she’s had,” replied the school­mas­ter vaguely.

			“Then,” said the phys­i­cian, “you do know some­thing about it, do you?”

			“I know just what I was asked to say,” re­turned the school­mas­ter ir­rit­ably. “It’s not my busi­ness to tell you what’s the mat­ter with your pa­tients. If you don’t know, I’m sure I don’t. You’re a doc­tor, ain’t you?”

			No doubt old Pep­per would have pulled the school­mas­ter up with a good round turn for his boor­ish­ness and ex­traordin­ary man­ner had he not at that in­stant caught the sound of the gal­lop­ing horses. “Look there!” he cried.

			At full gal­lop across the Marsh were go­ing a score or so of horse­men, lit by a light that shone from their faces and from the heads of their mad horses. Jerk could see Rash shak­ing as if with the ague, but for some reas­on he pre­ten­ded not to see the hideous sight.

			“What are you look­ing at,” he said, “for I see noth­ing.”

			“There, there!” screamed old Pep­per. “You must see some­thing there!”

			“Noth­ing but dyke, marsh, and the high road,” faltered the school­mas­ter.

			“No! There—look—riders—men on horses. Marsh fiends!” yelled the ter­ri­fied phys­i­cian.

			“What in hell’s name are you try­ing to scare me for?” cursed the trem­bling Rash. “Don’t I tell you I see noth­ing? Ain’t that enough for you?”

			“Then God for­give me!” cried poor Sen­nacherib, “for I can see ’em and you can’t; there’s some­thing wrong with my soul.”

			“Then God have mercy on it!” The words came some­how through the school­mas­ter’s set teeth; the sil­ver steel leapt from the pock­et of his over­coat, and Sen­nacherib was sav­agely struck twice un­der the arm as he poin­ted at the riders. He gave one great cry and fell for­ward, while the school­mas­ter, en­tirely gone to pieces, with quak­ing limbs and chat­ter­ing teeth, stooped down and cleaned the knife by stabbing it swiftly up to the hilt in a clump of short grass that grew in the soil by the road­side.

			The sud­den hor­ror of the thing was too much even for the cal­lous Jerk, for his senses failed him and he slid back in­to the dyke among the rushes, and when he came to him­self the first shreds of dawn were rising over Rom­ney Marsh.

		
	
		
			
				X

				Doc­tor Syn Gives Some Ad­vice

			
			That he was still dream­ing was Jerry’s first thought, but he was so bit­terly cold—for his clothes were wet with mud and dyke wa­ter—that he quickly real­ized his mis­take; how­ever, it took him a power of time and en­ergy, and not a little cour­age, be­fore he dared creep forth from his hid­ing-place. When he did the Marsh looked empty. The sheets of mist had rolled away, and it looked as in­no­cent a piece of land as God had ever made. There was no sound save the tick­ling bubbles that rose from their mud-bed to burst amid the rushes, no one in sight but the old gen­tle­man ly­ing out­stretched upon the road. Jerry crept up to him and looked. He was ly­ing face down­ward, just as he had fallen, and the white road was stained with a dark bloody smudge.

			“Well,” he said to him­self, “here’s an­oth­er job for old Mipps and a trip to the rope­maker’s,” and shiv­er­ing with cold and hor­ror he set off as fast as he could go to­ward the vil­lage.

			Now, when he was with­in sight of his own house, he began to con­sider what it was his duty to do. He had his own eye­sight to prove the school­mas­ter’s guilt; but would he be be­lieved? Could the school­mas­ter some­how turn the tables upon him? If he breathed a word to his grand­par­ents he would at once be hauled be­fore that bru­tal cap­tain; and the cap­tain he felt sure would not be­lieve him. The squire might, but the cap­tain would, of course, take the side of au­thor­ity, and back up the school­mas­ter. Denis Cob­tree was not old enough to give him coun­sel, and, be­sides that, the cap­tain was stay­ing at the court­house.

			No; Doc­tor Syn was the man to go to. He was kindly and pa­tient, and would any­how give one leave to speak without in­ter­rup­tion. So, cross­ing the fields, so as not to pass by his grand­par­ents’ win­dows, he struck out for the vicar­age.

			Just as he was skirt­ing the church­yard he heard the tramp of feet, and the cap­tain passed along the road, fol­lowed by the King’s men. Two of them were bear­ing a shut­ter. Then the murder was known already. They were go­ing to get Sen­nacherib’s body. Yes, it most cer­tainly was, for there was af­fixed to the church door a new no­tice. Jerry ap­proached and read the large glar­ing let­ters:

			
				A hun­dred guineas will be paid to any per­son, or per­sons, who shall dir­ectly cause the ar­rest of a mu­latto, a sea­man. White hair; yel­low face; dumb; no ears; six feet high; when last seen wear­ing roy­al navy cook’s uni­form. Neck­lace of sharks’ teeth around neck. Tat­too marks of a gib­bet on right fore­arm; a cock­a­too on left wrist; and a brig in full sail ex­ecuted in two dyes of tat­too work upon his chest.

				This man wanted by the crown for the murder of Sen­nacherib Pep­per, Doc­tor of Phys­ics and of Rom­ney Marsh.

				
					[Signed]

					Ant­ony Cob­tree,

					Lev­el­ler of the Marsh Scotts, Court­house, Dymchurch,

					and

					Howard Colly­er,

					Cap­tain of his Majesty’s Navy, and Coast Agent and Com­mis­sion­er, Court­house, Dymchurch.

				
			

			The writ­ing on this no­tice was ex­ecuted in most schol­arly style, and Jerk knew the fa­mil­i­ar let­ter­ing to be the handi­work of the mur­der­ous school­mas­ter him­self. This co­lossal au­da­city was quite ter­ri­fy­ing to him. It looked as if it had been writ­ten in the blood of the vic­tim; for the black ink was still wet.

			As he gazed the church door opened and Doc­tor Syn came out. He looked pale and wor­ried, as well he might, for in­deed this shock­ing af­fair had already caused a most shak­ing sen­sa­tion in the vil­lage.

			“This is a bad busi­ness, boy,” he said to Jerk, who was still gaz­ing at the no­tice.

			“You may well say that, sir,” replied the boy.

			“Poor old Sen­nacherib,” sighed the cler­ic. “To think that you went from my friend’s house to meet your death. Well,” he ad­ded hotly, shak­ing his fist across at the Marsh, “let’s hope they catch the ras­cal, for we will give him short shrift for you, Sen­nacherib.”

			“Aye, in­deed, sir,” replied young Jerk, “and let’s hope as how it’ll be the right ’un when they does.”

			“The right what?” asked Doc­tor Syn.

			“The right ras­cal,” said young Jerk, “for that ain’t him.”

			“What do you know about it, my lad?” said the Doc­tor.

			“The whole thing,” replied Jerk, “for I seed the whole of the ugly busi­ness. I seed the man with the yel­low face last night. I seed him a-com­in’ out of your front door with a weapon in his hand.”

			“You saw that?” cried the cler­ic, his eyes shin­ing with ex­cite­ment. “You could swear that in the court­house?”

			“I could do it any­wheres,” replied Jerk, “let alone the court­house, and what’s more, I could swear that he nev­er killed Doc­tor Pep­per.”

			“How can you pos­sibly say such a thing?” said Doc­tor Syn.

			“Be­cause I seed the whole thing done, as I keep tel­lin’ you,” answered Jerk, “and it wasn’t him as did it.”

			“How do you know?” asked the Doc­tor hast­ily. “Where were you?”

			“Out on the Marsh,” said Jerk, “all night.”

			“What!” ejac­u­lated the vicar, look­ing at the boy doubt­fully. “Are you speak­ing the truth, my lad?”

			“The sol­emn truth,” replied young Jerk.

			“You were out on the Marsh all night?” re­peated the as­ton­ished cler­ic. “And pray, what were you do­ing there?”

			“Dog­ging that school­mas­ter,” replied Jerk with con­vic­tion.

			“Come in­to the vicar­age,” said Doc­tor Syn, “and tell me all about it.” And he led the boy in­to the house.

			When he had fin­ished his tale Doc­tor Syn took him in­to the kit­chen and lit the fire, bid­ding him dry his wet clothes, for Jerk was still shiv­er­ing with the cold of the dyke wa­ter. Then he boiled some milk in a sauce­pan and set it be­fore him, with a cold game pie and a loaf of bread. Jerk made a hearty meal and felt bet­ter, his opin­ion of cler­gy­men go­ing up at a bound when he dis­covered that a strong dose of ex­cel­lent ship’s rum had been mixed with the milk. “Rum’s good stuff, my lad, on oc­ca­sions,” he said cheer­ily, “and I’ve a no­tion that it’ll drive the cold out of you,” and Jerry thought it a very sens­ible no­tion, too.

			“And now look here, my lad,” the Doc­tor went on, when Jerry could eat no more, “what you’ve seen may be true enough, though I tell you I can hardly cred­it it. It’s a good deal for a think­ing man to swal­low, you’ll al­low, what with the dev­il riders and all that. Be­sides which I can see no earthly reas­on for the school­mas­ter com­mit­ting the crime. As yet I really don’t know what to say, my boy. I’m beat, I con­fess it. I must think things over for an hour or so. In the mean­time I must strongly urge you to keep this ad­ven­ture to your­self. It is very dan­ger­ous to make ac­cus­a­tions that you have no means of prov­ing, and cer­tainly you can prove noth­ing, for there is noth­ing to go on but what you thought you saw. Well, a night­mare has up­set bet­ter men than you be­fore now, Jerry, and it is pos­sible that your rich ima­gin­a­tion may have sup­plied the whole thing. Go back then, to your house, and get a couple of hours’ sleep, and then go to school as if noth­ing had happened. Then I’ll tell you what we’ll do, my lad: you come round here and we’ll have a bit of din­ner to­geth­er and talk of this again.”

			“Thank you, sir,” said Jerk, very flattered at be­ing asked to dine with the vicar. “I con­sider that you’ve be­haved very sens­ible over this hor­rible af­fair, though where you get wrong, sir, is over my ‘rich ima­gin­a­tion.’ That part ain’t true, sir. I knows what I seed, and I sees Rash stick Pep­per twice un­der the arm with his pen­cil sharpen­er.”

			But Doc­tor Syn dis­missed him with fur­ther ad­jur­a­tions to hold his tongue, adding that the whole thing seemed most odd.

			On the way back from the vicar­age Jerk met the sail­ors re­turn­ing to the court­house bear­ing the re­mains of Sen­nacherib Pep­per upon the shut­ter. After his con­ver­sa­tion with Doc­tor Syn he thought it best to keep out of sight, as he was not de­sirous of be­ing ques­tioned by the cap­tain, and so, when they had passed, he slipped home and man­aged to get in­to bed be­fore his grand­par­ents were astir. After his goodly feast at the vicar­age he found it dif­fi­cult to eat his usu­al hearty break­fast, but he did his best, say­ing that the news of this hor­rible murder and the thought of the man with the yel­low face who was wanted by the King’s men must have put him off his feed. And so his night’s ad­ven­ture passed un­heeded, for every­body was too busy dis­cuss­ing the murder and set­ting forth their in­di­vidu­al opin­ions upon it to trouble them­selves about any sus­pi­cious be­ha­viour of “Hang­man Jerk.”

		
	
		
			
				XI

				The Court­house In­quiry

			
			Jerry Jerk made it a golden rule to be al­ways late for school, but on this par­tic­u­lar morn­ing he in­ten­ded to be there be­fore the school­mas­ter, for he wanted to watch him, and if he saw an open­ing, make him nervous, without in any way be­tray­ing his secret. In the com­fort of day­light he had lost all those ter­rors that had op­pressed his spir­it; in­deed, ever since he had un­burdened his mind to Doc­tor Syn he had en­tirely re­covered his usu­al con­fid­ence. So with jaunty as­sur­ance he ap­proached the school­house, de­term­ined to be there be­fore the mur­der­er. But this same de­term­in­a­tion had evid­ently oc­curred to the school­mas­ter, for when Jerry ar­rived at the school­house he could see Mr. Rash already bend­ing over his desk. Jerry, ima­gin­ing that he had mis­cal­cu­lated the time, felt highly an­noyed, fear­ing that he may have missed some­thing worth see­ing; but on en­ter­ing the school­room he found that not one of his schoolfel­lows had ar­rived; con­sequently his en­trance was the more marked. As a mat­ter of fact, Jerk’s young col­leagues were hanging about out­side the court­house un­til the last pos­sible mo­ment, for there was much ado go­ing for­ward, sail­ors on guard out­side the door, people go­ing in and com­ing out, and the gos­sips of the vil­lage dis­cuss­ing the foul murder of the un­for­tu­nate Sen­nacherib Pep­per. Jerk went to his desk, sat down and waited, nar­rowly watch­ing the school­mas­ter, who was writ­ing, keep­ing his face low to the desk. The boy thought that he nev­er would look up, but after some ten minutes he did, and Jerk stared the mur­der­er straight in the face.

			The school­mas­ter bravely tried to re­turn the stare, but failed, and then Jerk knew that he had in a meas­ure failed also, failed in his trust to Doc­tor Syn, for in that glance Jerry had un­con­sciously told the mal­efact­or what he knew. Presently Rash spoke without look­ing up: “Where have those oth­er ras­cals got to?”

			Promptly Jerk answered: “If you’re ad­dress­ing your­self to a ras­cal, you ain’t ad­dress­ing your­self to me, and I scorns to reply; but if I’m mis­took—well, I think you knows where they are as well as I do who ain’t no ras­cal, but a re­spect­able pot­boy, and no schol­ard, thank God!”

			“I don’t know where they are,” replied the school­mas­ter, look­ing up. “Be so good as to tell me, please. Jerk, and I’ll take this birch” (and his voice rose high) “and beat ’em all up to the school­house like a herd of pigs, I will!” Then con­quer­ing his emo­tion, he ad­ded: “Please, Jerk, where are they?”

			But Jerk was in no way softened, so pla­cing his fore­finger to the side of his nose and sol­emnly wink­ing one eye, he said: “I don’t know no more than you do, Mis­ter, but if you does want me to guess I don’t mind put­ting six and six to­geth­er and say­ing as how you’ll find ’em hanging about to get a glimpse at old Pep­per’s grisly corpse, wot was brought from the Marsh on a shut­ter.”

			“I’ll teach them!” shrieked the school­mas­ter, flour­ish­ing the birch and fly­ing out of the door.

			“That’s it!” ad­ded Jerk. “You do, and I’ll teach you, too, my fine fel­low, who rapped my head once. I’ll teach you and teach you till I teaches your head to wriggle snug in­side a good rope’s noose.” And hav­ing thus giv­en vent to his feel­ings, Jerk fol­lowed the school­mas­ter to see the fun.

			The crowd out­side the court­house was quite large for Dymchurch. Every­body was there, and right in front en­joy­ing the ex­cite­ment gaped and peered the schol­ars of the school. But Rash el­bowed his way through the throng and fell upon them like a sud­den squall, us­ing the ter­rible birch upon the young­sters’ shoulders, quite re­gard­less of the cries of “Shame!” and “Stop him!” from the vil­la­gers. But the on­slaught of Rash came to a sud­den con­clu­sion, for the heavy hand of the cap­tain’s bo’sun fell upon him and ordered him im­me­di­ately in­side the court­house. Jerk saw Rash turn the col­our of a jelly­fish, as­sert­ing wildly that there must be some mis­take, and that hav­ing his duty to per­form at the school he must beg to be ex­cused.

			“It’s my opin­ion,” replied the bo’sun in a hard voice, “that them lads will get a hol­i­day today. The in­quiry is go­ing for­ward about this murder, and I have or­ders to see that you at­tend.” So keep­ing his rough hand upon the teach­er’s shoulder he led him, still protest­ing vehe­mently, in­side the court­house, with the jeers and jibes of the schol­ars ringing in his ears.

			Jerk had by now worked his way to the front of the crowd, and there he stood look­ing with won­der at the two great sea­men who with drawn cut­lasses were guard­ing the open door. Dymchurch was hav­ing the ex­cite­ment of its life, and no mis­take, and a hol­i­day for the school, even the tragedy of Sen­nacherib Pep­per’s death, was for­got­ten in the glory of that mo­ment, and the hated school­mas­ter had been pub­licly stopped thrash­ing the boys and had him­self been ordered in­to the court­house.

			“I won­der what for?” thought young Jerk. “I won­der?” He would have giv­en a lot to see in­side that up­per room, where the in­quiry was now about to pro­ceed. Presently the cap­tain him­self came out of the hall and stood for a mo­ment on the gravel out­side, look­ing at the crowd. Now there were sail­ors keep­ing the crowd back; nev­er had there been such form­al times in Dymchurch. The cap­tain glanced at the little knot of school­boys with their satchels, and sud­denly catch­ing sight of Jerk, called out: “Hie you! you’re the pot­boy of the Ship Inn, ain’t you? Well, I want you. Step this way!” So his wish was gran­ted, and fol­lowed by the won­der and ad­mir­a­tion of the crowd, Jerry Jerk, pot­boy of the Ship, strut­ted after the King’s cap­tain in­to the court­house.

		
	
		
			
				XII

				The Cap­tain Ob­jects

			
			Up the old stair­way to the courtroom Jerk fol­lowed the cap­tain, won­der­ing why he had been called, what the cap­tain knew about last night, and whatever Doc­tor Syn would ad­vise him to say if he were ques­tioned. These were nutty prob­lems for Jerry’s young teeth to crack, and though some­what nervous in con­sequence, he was on the whole highly de­lighted at see­ing the fun.

			The pro­ced­ure of the in­quiry was evid­ently bid­ing the cap­tain’s pres­ence, for as soon as he had taken his seat at the high table the squire rose and in a few well-chosen words an­nounced the in­quiry to be set and open. The cap­tain seemed to have for­got­ten the pres­ence of Jerk, who was left stand­ing in the door­way sur­vey­ing the au­gust com­pany. There was an at­tor­ney-at-law and a doc­tor of medi­cine from Hythe, an at­tor­ney from Rom­ney and a doc­tor from Rom­ney. At the high table these four gen­tle­men sat fa­cing the squire, who was in the centre, with Doc­tor Syn upon his right. On his left was the chair just oc­cu­pied by the cap­tain, and on fixed oak benches round the room sat the lead­ing lights of Dymchurch: the head pre­vent­ive of­ficer, three or four well-to-do farm­ers, two own­ers of fish­ing lug­gers, Denis Cob­tree, Mrs. Wag­getts, and the school­mas­ter, be­sides two or three oth­er vil­la­gers. Nobody took much no­tice of Jerk when he came in, for all eyes were on the cap­tain, but Doc­tor Syn not only took no­tice but the trouble to point out an empty space on one of the benches.

			“Are all those summoned for this in­quiry present?” asked the cap­tain, look­ing round at the as­semblage.

			“All but Mr. Mipps,” said the squire, re­fer­ring to a list of names be­fore him. “While we were wait­ing for you, he took the op­por­tun­ity of view­ing the body next door.”

			The cap­tain signed to one of the two sail­ors who were guard­ing the door of the ad­join­ing room, and he ac­cord­ingly summoned the un­der­taker, who with an eye to busi­ness was meas­ur­ing the corpse. Jerk caught a glimpse of this as the door opened, and of the form of Sen­nacherib Pep­per ly­ing on a table. The un­der­taker, with a footrule in his hands, took his place on one of the benches. Mipps’s en­trance seemed to re­vive the tragedy of the whole busi­ness, for there was a pause pending the squire’s open­ing speech; but the cap­tain was the first to speak. He arose and to the as­ton­ish­ment of every­body took up and lit a pipe which had been ly­ing upon the table in front of him.

			“Sir Ant­ony Cob­tree and gen­tle­men,” he said in his great husky sea voice, as he drew the smoke de­lib­er­ately through the long clay stem and vol­leyed it back from his set mouth in blue battle clouds across the table, “we have met here to dis­cuss, as Sir Ant­ony Cob­tree has already said bet­ter than I ever could, the sad and sud­den death of Doc­tor Sen­nacherib Pep­per, killed vi­ol­ently last night on Rom­ney Marsh. The form of this in­quiry I leave to the law­yers whose busi­ness it is, but be­fore they get busy I’ve got a few things bottled up that I must and will say. I don’t pos­sess the knack of a crafty tongue my­self, I’ve the repu­ta­tion among my col­leagues of be­ing the most tact­less man in the ser­vice; but I’ve also a repu­ta­tion as a fight­er, and when I do fight, it’s a hard fight—a straight­for­ward, open fight. So what I’ve got to say will like enough cause of­fence to every man in this room from Sir Ant­ony Cob­tree down­ward. I’m no good at strategy; as I say, I fight open; and when I think things—well, I can’t bottle them up; I say ’em out bluntly at the risk of of­fence. So here it is: I don’t like this busi­ness—this Doc­tor Pep­per busi­ness—” The cap­tain here paused to roll a large volume of smoke across the room.

			The squire took ad­vant­age of the pause and said: “If that’s all it is, Cap­tain, come now—which of us do?”

			The cap­tain thought a mo­ment and ad­ded: “If the party or parties who com­mit­ted the crime didn’t like it, why, in thun­der’s name, did they do it?”

			“You should know that bet­ter than we do,” re­turned the squire hotly, “for that the mur­der­er was un­der your em­ploy­ment is fairly ob­vi­ous.”

			“You are re­fer­ring to the mu­latto sea­man,” said the cap­tain. “In the first place, I con­sider that you should have asked my per­mis­sion be­fore you is­sued that pub­lic no­tice af­fixed to the church door. Un­til the mu­latto is found and can be ex­amined, I deny your right or any man’s right to brand him as a mur­der­er.”

			“You re­marked just now, sir,” cried the squire, “that you pre­ferred to leave the busi­ness of law­yers to the law­yers. Please do so, and re­mem­ber that while I am head of this jur­is­dic­tion on Rom­ney Marsh I’ll brook no dic­ta­tion from Ad­mir­alty men—no, sir, not from the First Lord down­ward.”

			“Come, come, gen­tle­men,” said Doc­tor Syn, drum­ming with his fin­gers on the table, “I think that this is an ill-fit­ting time and place for wrangling. The cap­tain has got a bee in his bon­net some­how, and the soon­er we get it out for him the bet­ter. Let us please hear, sir, what he has to say.”

			The squire nod­ded his head roughly and sat si­lent, while the rest of the com­pany waited for the cap­tain to con­tin­ue, which he presently did, still pulling vig­or­ously at his long clay pipe.

			“The next thing I don’t like,” he went on, “is Dymchurch it­self. I don’t like the Marsh be­hind it, and I don’t like the flat, open coast­line; it looks a deal too in­no­cent for me on the sur­face, and, not be­ing a strategist, I don’t like it.”

			The squire was on edge with ir­rit­a­tion.

			“I am sure, sir,” he said sar­castic­ally, “that had the Almighty been no­ti­fied of your ob­jec­tion dur­ing the pro­cess of the cre­ation he would have ex­ten­ded Dover Cliffs round Dun­ge­ness.” The cap­tain didn’t seem to no­tice the in­ter­rup­tion.

			“Next, I don’t like the people here, leav­ing Doc­tor Syn out of it—for he’s a par­son and I nev­er could make head or tail of par­sons. I say that, from the squire down, you’re none of you swim­ming the sur­face. Sir Ant­ony Cob­tree went to great pains to lav­ishly en­ter­tain me yes­ter­day, in or­der that he might po­litely im­pris­on me last night. I en­joy good en­ter­tain­ment and the con­ver­sa­tion of witty, clev­er men, but not at the price of a locked door.”

			“I don’t know what you are talk­ing about!” said the squire, liv­id with rage.

			“Don’t you, sir?” re­tor­ted Cap­tain Colly­er. “Well, I do, as I had to risk break­ing my neck when I climbed down the ivy from your top win­dow.”

			“You had only to tell me of your ec­cent­ric habits,” said the squire, “and I would have set a lad­der against your win­dow in case the door stuck.”

			“The door was locked, and well you know it, sir,” cried the cap­tain, sud­denly turn­ing on the squire, “for half an hour after I had climbed back through the win­dow—to be ex­act, at half-past four—I heard stealthy feet come along the pas­sage and un­lock it, by which I know that for a peri­od of the night you wanted to make sure of me in­side my room, and when on in­quir­ing from your ser­vants I dis­cov­er that I am the first guest who has ever slept in that par­tic­u­lar room, and that the fur­niture was put in­to it for the oc­ca­sion from one of the spare rooms, I be­gin to see your wis­dom, for that room con­tained no view of the high road, no view of the Marsh or sea.”

			“Gad! sir, you are the first man who has dared to ques­tion my hos­pit­al­ity. Per­haps you ex­pec­ted me to give up my room for your ac­com­mod­a­tion.”

			“Noth­ing of the kind,” answered the cap­tain, “but I ex­pec­ted to be dealt straight with. And this brings me to the end of my com­plaints, and let me tell you this: I saw enough last night on the Marsh to keep Jack Ketch busy for an hour or so. Gen­tle­men, I am warn­ing you. You’ll not be the first I’ve sent from the coast to the ses­sions, nor will you be the last. I warn you, one and all, that I’m go­ing to strike soon. I’m not afraid of your tales of Marsh dev­ils and de­mon riders. I’ll rout ’em out and see how they look by day­light. I’ve men be­hind me that I can trust, and they’re pretty hardy fight­ers. If your de­mon riders are not of this world, then they’ll do our good steel no harm; but if they are just men play­ing hanky-panky tricks to fright­en fools from the Marsh, well, all I’ve got to say to them is, if they rel­ish Brit­ish cut­lasses in their bowels, let them con­tin­ue with such pranks as they played upon poor Pep­per, and they’ll get Pep­per back and be damned to them, for it’s Jack Ketch or the cold steel and noth­ing else.” And hav­ing thus hurled his chal­lenge at the as­sembly the cap­tain put his pipe upon the table and sat down.

			You can ima­gine that a speech of so stag­ger­ing a nature had a strange ef­fect upon the com­pany. So sud­den was it, so fe­ro­cious, so un­called for, that nearly a minute elapsed be­fore any­one moved. At last the squire rose, speak­ing quietly but in that clear voice that every­body in Dymchurch knew so well and re­spec­ted:

			“Gen­tle­men, Doc­tor Syn spoke very wisely, as it is ever his wont to do, when he re­buked us for wrangling, for, as he said, both time and place are ill fit­ting. This is the first time that I have been in­sul­ted dur­ing my long so­journ in Rom­ney Marsh, and I am glad that it has been in the pres­ence of my friends and ten­ants of Dymchurch, who know me well and will do me right in their own minds, nev­er al­low­ing them­selves to be warped for a single in­stant by the scath­ing and un­just re­marks of a stranger upon whom I have, to the best of my abil­ity, be­stowed hos­pit­al­ity and every mark of friend­ship. On the oth­er hand, I most hon­estly af­firm that Cap­tain Howard Colly­er has giv­en me in­sult in a straight­for­ward way. In his de­fence I must say that the Ad­mir­alty have chosen a bad man to do their spy­ing for them; when I say bad, I mean, of course, the ‘wrong’ man. I know the cap­tain to be a brave and a good sail­or. The splen­did though tact­less drub­bing that he gave to the French man-o’-war Golden Li­on in the mouth of the St. Lawrence River de­scribes ex­actly the sort of char­ac­ter that Colly­er car­ries; and if the Ad­mir­alty had left him in com­mand of the Res­ist­ance we should have been at war with the odi­ous French long ago. I now give the Ad­mir­alty cred­it for be­ing weather­wise sea­men and dip­lo­mat­ists, and think them shrewd in de­priving him of a ‘com­mand.’ Hav­ing now, as it were, giv­en the dev­il his due, I say to him, in the pres­ence of you all, that his words here this morn­ing have been fool­ish, ri­dicu­lous, and al­to­geth­er pre­pos­ter­ous. It is not in ac­cord­ance with either my private or pub­lic dig­nity that I should an­swer the vague, hin­ted ac­cus­a­tion of this cap­tain. As I said be­fore, I am judge here, and while I hold the most hon­our­able po­s­i­tion of ‘Lev­el­ler of Marsh Scotts,’ I de­cline to en­ter­tain any im­puta­tions, for should I ever con­sider my­self to be in the po­s­i­tion of be­ing ra­tion­ally ac­cused of any crime of law­less­ness, I should, for the hon­our of my of­fice and the gen­er­al wel­fare of Rom­ney Marsh, re­gard my­self com­pelled to resign. This I have no in­ten­tion of do­ing, for it is clearly now my bounden duty to see my poor friend Sen­nacherib Pep­per righted and avenged; and for that duty I sweep aside Cap­tain Colly­er’s state­ments as trivi­al and im­per­tin­ent. You gen­tle­men in this court­house are all good Marsh­men, and one and all know me bet­ter than I know my­self. When you con­sider me un­fit to be your judge I will re­tire, but not till then.”

			A storm of ap­plause greeted the squire as he sat down, but it was checked by Doc­tor Syn, who again re­minded the as­semblage of the sad event that had brought them to the court­house and begged them out of re­spect for the dead gen­tle­man in the next room to ab­stain from any fur­ther ac­clam­a­tion.

		
	
		
			
				XIII

				The End of the In­quiry

			
			The law­yers now as­ser­ted them­selves, and for some three hours ques­tioned and cross-ques­tioned every­body. The squire left things in their hands, seem­ing to take small in­terest in the pro­ceed­ings, while the cap­tain, with his chin rest­ing on his great hand, ob­vi­ously took none at all. Doc­tor Syn, how­ever, was at great pains to fol­low through the whole busi­ness, mak­ing notes of any­thing he deemed char­ac­ter­ist­ic upon a scrap of pa­per be­fore him.

			But with all their clev­erness the law­yers were greatly at sea, for they only ended up where they began—namely, that Sen­nacherib Pep­per was dead, and by vi­ol­ent means; that a for­eign sail­or was miss­ing, and that this same sail­or had stolen at a short peri­od be­fore the murder a cer­tain har­poon from the house of Doc­tor Syn, and that from the nature and size of the wound upon the body sud­den death was most cer­tainly caused by this same weapon. To this false though ob­vi­ous con­clu­sion Doc­tor Syn, to Jerk’s in­tense sur­prise, un­hes­it­at­ingly agreed. Jerk couldn’t un­der­stand this at all. Why had he been called to the tri­al if the vicar had not be­lieved his story? for he found on be­ing summoned to the wit­ness box that all he was re­quired to state was wheth­er or no he had seen the mu­latto enter the vicar­age on the pre­vi­ous night and leave it a few minutes later with the har­poon in ques­tion in his hand. Hav­ing sworn to this, he was on the point of tak­ing mat­ters in­to his own hands and ex­pos­ing the school­mas­ter, when he was per­emp­tor­ily ordered to “stand down” and only an­swer what was re­quired of him. Re­turn­ing to his place, he plainly noted the re­lief on the face of the school­mas­ter. A warm­er time of it had Mr. Mipps. There was some­thing about Mipps that would al­ways be called in ques­tion. If a great crime had been com­mit­ted with­in a fifty-mile ra­di­us of Mipps, he would most as­suredly have been de­tained upon sus­pi­cion. His quiz­zical ap­pear­ance of in­jured in­no­cence was quite enough to la­bel him a “likely one.” On this oc­ca­sion he ac­ted upon the at­tor­neys like a red rag to a bull.

			“If I’m to be kept stand­ing through this ex­am­in­a­tion,” he re­marked on his way to the wit­ness box, “I must beg of you to be more brisk and busi­ness­like than you have shown yourselves already. Per­haps in your pro­fes­sion you are paid for wastin’ your time, but in mine you ain’t, so please re­mem­ber it. As our worthy vicar knows, I has a lot of work to get through; so the soon­er you get on with this here dis­mal busi­ness the bet­ter tem­per you’ll keep me in, see?”

			“You keep your mouth shut, my man, till you’re ques­tioned,” sang out one of the at­tor­neys sharply.

			“I’ll keep my mouth shut for nobody but squire and Doc­tor Syn,” re­tor­ted the sex­ton, “and in your fu­ture re­marks don’t ‘my man’ me, please. I ain’t your man, and it’s mighty pleased I am I ain’t.”

			When ordered to give an ac­count of what had happened on the pre­vi­ous night, he ob­stin­ately re­fused to open his mouth un­til they had re­moved to the oth­er side of the room the two sail­ors who were guard­ing the wit­ness box. “For,” said he, “I can’t abide the look or the smell of ’em; they fair turns me up.”

			This caused much laughter among the vil­la­gers, and in­deed the little sex­ton was so ready with his scath­ing re­marks at the ex­pense of the law­yers that in or­der to pre­serve their dig­nity they were ob­liged to stand him down.

			“Have I now your per­mis­sion to go back to my meas­ur­ing,” said Mipps, pro­du­cing his footrule, “or will any more ad­vice from me be re­quired?”

			The law­yers tartly ob­served that he had been little or no use at all, and turned to the next wit­ness.

			After the school­mas­ter had been called upon to bear out cer­tain points of evid­ence, the three hours’ use­less pa­laver came to a con­clu­sion, the at­tor­neys agree­ing with Doc­tor Syn that Sen­nacherib Pep­per had been murdered by the mu­latto, and that as soon as he was taken he would get swift tri­al and short shrift; mean­time “any­one found shel­ter­ing, feed­ing, or in any way abet­ting the said mu­latto would be pro­sec­uted.”

			As it was now ap­proach­ing din­ner­time, fur­ther mat­ters were left over un­til such time as the mu­latto should be caught.

			This, Doc­tor Syn vehe­mently urged, was of grave im­port to the Marsh folk, for so long as that ma­ni­ac starved upon the Marsh, with a good weapon in his hand, they were open to the same fate as that which had be­fallen the in­of­fens­ive Pep­per.

			The cap­tain rose first, left the court­house, and set off for the Ship Inn without a word to the squire, the lat­ter, ac­com­pan­ied by the at­tor­neys and med­ic­al men, re­pair­ing to the din­ing-hall be­low. Doc­tor Syn, how­ever, went from group to group, im­press­ing the ne­ces­sity for posses of men to scour the Marsh for the miss­ing sea­man.

			This gave Rash an op­por­tun­ity of ap­proach­ing Jerk, who, be­ing due to dine at the vicar­age, was await­ing the par­son’s pleas­ure.

			“Well! And what do you think of court­house in­quir­ies, Mr. Jerk?” he said af­fably. “Im­press­ive, ain’t they?”

			“Not to me,” replied Jerry. “I don’t think noth­ing at all of ’em. After all the mess­ing of them law­yers, I shouldn’t be sur­prised if they hadn’t got hold of the wrong end of the stick, should you?”

			“What do you mean—the wrong end?”

			“What I say: the wrong end ain’t the right ’un, I be­lieves.”

			“Then you don’t think the mu­latto com­mit­ted the murder?”

			“From what that there sea cap­tain said, I should say you ain’t got no right to put thoughts in­to my head any more than words in­to my mouth.”

			“Come, Jerk,” said the school­mas­ter suavely, “no of­fence.”

			“Nev­er said there was,” replied Jerry.

			“Then come and have a bite with me at my house, as there’s no school today; I should be hon­oured, in­deed I should,” and the school­mas­ter beamed upon him.

			“Would you, though? I won­ders?” mused the boy.

			“Sorry to dis­ap­point you,” he ad­ded air­ily, “but I’m a-din­in’ at the vicar­age.”

			“Oh, with the vicar?”

			“No, with the Shah of Per­sia.” Then in a tone of su­preme con­des­cen­sion he ad­ded: “I be­lieves vicars lives in vicar­ages!”

			“Ah—so—so! quite right!” re­turned the school­mas­ter. “Doc­tor Syn, then, has asked you to dine?”

			“Well, I don’t see any­thing so very re­mark­able in that, do you?”

			“Oh, not at all—all very right, prop­er, and pleas­ant.”

			“Well, it’s right enough, you can lay to that, ’cos I tells you it is, and as to its be­ing prop­er, well, I don’t see as how it’s im­prop­er, so I sup­pose it is; and as to its be­ing pleas­ant, well, I’ll tell you when I knows what’s to eat there; and if you’ll ex­cuse me I’ll be off now, ’cos I be­lieve Doc­tor Syn is wait­ing for me.”

			In­deed at that mo­ment Doc­tor Syn ap­proached and, put­ting his hand af­fec­tion­ately on Jerk’s shoulder, with a friendly nod to the school­mas­ter, he led the boy from the room of in­quiry out of the court­house and so to the vicar­age, where a cold din­ner was already pre­pared.

		
	
		
			
				XIV

				At the Vicar­age

			
			Now, al­though it was com­par­at­ively early in the af­ter­noon, Doc­tor Syn did rather a curi­ous thing, or so it seemed to Jerry, for he had the wooden shut­ters of the din­ing-room fastened, and they dined by the light of candles. This had quite an un­canny ef­fect—to dine by candles in broad day­light—but Jerk thought per­haps this was al­ways done when gentry en­ter­tained com­pany.

			Doc­tor Syn was gloomy through the meal, and al­though he kept press­ing Jerry to “take more” and to “help him­self,” he made no ef­fort at keep­ing up con­ver­sa­tion; in fact, had not the food been good and plenteous, Jerry very much doubted wheth­er he would have en­joyed him­self at all, for Doc­tor Syn’s man­ner was so dif­fer­ent. He seemed strained and ex­cited, and not once or twice, but many times dur­ing the re­past, he would get up and stride about the room, and once he broke out in­to singing that old sea song that Jerry had so of­ten heard at the Ship Inn:

			
				
					“Here’s to the feet wot have walked the plank.
					

					Yo ho! for the dead man’s throttle.
					

					And here’s to the corpses float­ing round in the tank,
					

					And the dead man’s teeth in the bottle.”
				

			

			Now to make con­ver­sa­tion Jerry was bold enough to in­ter­rupt this song by in­quir­ing what ex­actly was meant by the “dead man’s throttle.” Doc­tor Syn stopped in his walk and looked at him, filling two tots of rum, one of which he handed to Jerk, toss­ing off the oth­er him­self and say­ing:

			“Ah, you may well ask that, sonny. I don’t know ex­actly my­self, but I sup­pose if poor Pep­per was to come in here now and throttle us, man and boy—him be­ing stone dead, as we both well know—well, we should be hav­ing the ‘dead man’s throttle’ served on us!”

			“Oh, I see!” replied Jerk with in­terest. “Then I take it that the rest of the song has some shreds of mean­ing, too? What’s the ‘tank’ that the corpses float round in, sir?”

			“The sea,” replied the Doc­tor, “the sea; that’s the great tank, my lad, and that there are corpses enough float­ing round in it, I don’t think you and I could doubt.”

			“That’s plain and true enough,” said Jerk, “but I don’t see no sense about the ‘dead man’s teeth in the bottle.’ ”

			“That’s plain enough,” said the Doc­tor, tak­ing a stiff swig from the black bottle it­self; “it was in Eng­land’s day that I wrote that. He cut a nig­ger’s head off with a cut­lass be­cause the ras­cal was drink­ing his best rum on the sly, and the shock, as he died, made the black brute bite through the glass neck of the bottle.”

			“Did you see it, sir?” asked Jerk, car­ried away by the tale.

			“Who said I saw it?” de­man­ded the cler­ic sharply.

			“Well, you said you wrote the song, sir, and at the time it happened.”

			“Noth­ing of the kind—I said noth­ing of the kind. The song’s an old one, an an­cient thing. God knows what ras­cal in­ven­ted it, but you can de­pend upon it, a ras­cal he was. I don’t know why I should hum it—I don’t know what it means; can’t make head or tale of the jar­gon.”

			“You ex­plains it very sens­ible, I thinks,” replied Jerry.

			“I don’t—I don’t. I give you my word it’s Greek to me.”

			“But Greek’s easy to par­sons, ain’t it?”

			“Yes, yes—well, Chinese, Fiji—what you will—what you will. Have some rum!” The Doc­tor’s man­ner was really very strange in­deed. Add to this the shuttered room, the candle­light, and the strong spir­its in his head, and it was small won­der that Jerry felt none too com­fort­able, es­pe­cially as at the con­clu­sion of the meal the door opened and Mr. Rash entered the room.

			“Well, my lad,” said the vicar, “now you know where I feed, drop in again. Pa­ro­chi­al mat­ters to at­tend to with the school­mas­ter: must choose the hymns, you know, for Sunday, or the choir will have noth­ing to sing.” And in this vein he led the boy out in­to the hall. He then dropped his voice to a whis­per: “You were wrong about the school­mas­ter last night, sonny. I’ll ex­plain things to you some day. Mean­while, here’s a crown piece. You’re a smart lad, ain’t you? Well, keep a weath­er eye open for that mu­latto ras­cal. There’s more in this ugly busi­ness than we ima­gine. I’ll tell you all about it when I know more my­self, but you made a mis­take last night, and I be­gin to see how you made it, but I can’t tell you just yet, be­cause I’m not quite sure of my ground; and it’s dan­ger­ous ground we’re tread­ing, Jerry, you and I. Now here’s an­oth­er crown—that one’s for keep­ing your eye open—do you know what the oth­er’s for?”

			“What?”

			“Keep­ing your mouth shut. Don’t you re­mem­ber any­thing about last night till I tell you—you wouldn’t un­der­stand if I was to ex­plain. You’re very young, you know, Jerry lad, but smart’s the word that de­scribes you, and no mis­tak­ing. You’re smart and bright—as bright as the but­tons on that sea cap­tain’s coat—as bright as a thou­sand new guinea bits just served from the mint—that’s what you are, and no mis­take!”

			“I hope so,” replied Jerk, step­ping out of the front door. “I thinks I am!”

			“God bless you!” said the Doc­tor, shut­ting the door and re­turn­ing to Rash, who was wait­ing in the shuttered room by the light of the gut­ter­ing candles.

		
	
		
			
				XV

				A Landed Pro­pri­et­or Sets Up a Gal­lows Tree

			
			Back to the Ship and to duty went “Hang­man Jerk,” with much to think over in his bul­let head, and much to di­gest in his tight little stom­ach. To make head or tail of the Doc­tor’s re­mark­able man­ner was bey­ond him, so he dis­missed it from his mind and in­stead fell to con­tem­plat­ing the two sil­ver crowns: one pay­ment for keep­ing his weath­er eye open—eas­ily earned; the oth­er—the school­mas­ter’s safety—dir­ectly against his highest hopes; yes, a crown was poor pay­ment for that, es­pe­cially as it was now pos­sible for him­self to be the dir­ect means of hanging his en­emy.

			Ap­proach­ing the bar door, he paused, for he heard voices with­in, voices that he knew re­leased him from work, the voices of Mrs. Wag­getts and the pride of her life—the sex­ton Mipps.

			Jerk knew ex­actly how the land lay with Mrs. Wag­getts, and he was al­ways won­der­ing when (if ever) she would suc­ceed in fold­ing that queer little man with­in the safe bonds of mat­ri­mony. Now whatever Jerk’s fail­ings may have been, he was loy­al to his friends, and Mrs. Wag­getts was not only his friend but his em­ploy­er, and she had done him one or two very good turns. For one thing, she had giv­en him a money box in which to save a por­tion of his weekly wage. That doesn’t sound a great deal on the sur­face, it is true, but her kind­ness had not ended there, as you shall see. Jerk’s teeth were not sweet, like those of most boys of his age; he nev­er bought sweet­meats, bar­ley sug­ar, and such child’s trash. No, when he wanted a pick-me-up it was a grown man’s pick-me-up that he in­dulged in—a pan­ni­kin of rum, a whiff of to­bacco, and a long-shot spit at the china spit­toon that stood in the front of the bar. These in­dul­gences had no ef­fect on his purse, for the crav­ings of the first two were eas­ily sat­is­fied from the bar store when nobody was look­ing, and the third he was at liberty to prac­tise whenev­er he felt so dis­posed. And thus it was that, al­though but ap­proach­ing thir­teen years of age, he had through the good of­fices of the land­lady and a sys­tem­at­ic use of her money box already be­come a landed pro­pri­et­or. When the land­lady heard that Jerk wanted to spend his sav­ings on such a very strange thing as land she had ex­claimed in some sur­prise:

			“Lord bless the boy! Land? What can a boy of that age want with a plot of land?”

			“The money’s good enough, ain’t it, ma’am? Very well, then, I wants land. A nice little bit of snug mud-bank where I can hide and learn about the Marsh. If I’ve a bit of mud wot’s all mine on Rom­ney Marsh—well, I’ll be a Marsh­man, I’ll be, and it’s a Marsh­man prop­er I wants to be.”

			So Mrs. Wag­getts con­sen­ted, and bought a plot for him situ­ated about a mile and a half from the vil­lage and a rough half mile from the sea. As land, it was of no use in the com­mer­cial sense—in fact, the farm­er had thought the land­lady clean crazed to buy it, though the price was small enough as far as prices go on the Marsh. It was more mud than land, sur­roun­ded by two broad dykes that slowly oozed round to meet in a sluice chan­nel. This was Jerk’s es­tate, meas­ur­ing twelve by ten yards all told, and only sol­id in one spot near the centre, a patch of about ten square feet which formed a knobby mound sur­roun­ded by great bull­rushes; but the mound was not such a small af­fair, for it rose high enough to top the lofti­est rush, and that is quite a no­tice­able height on the flat of Rom­ney Marsh. This mound was giv­en by its own­er the dig­ni­fied name of Lookout Moun­tain, a name well de­served, for by sit­ting on the top of it upon the great stone which he had dragged from the sea­wall and car­ried a mile across the Marsh for the pur­pose, he could see from Dover Cliffs to Dun­ge­ness, and in the oth­er dir­ec­tion the long line of hills which bound the Marsh in­land, with old Limpne Castle frown­ing from the top. But Jerk wouldn’t have changed his strong­hold for any oth­er, Limpne Castle in­cluded; it suited him ad­mir­ably. From it he stud­ied the Marsh and the creatures therein: the great brown wa­ter-rat that came out in the even­ing to hunt in the rushes; the swift-winged dragon­fly that could stand in midair stock still, as it seemed, to look at you; the myri­ad mos­qui­toes with their fant­ast­ic air dance, hunt­ing in tribes along the slug­gish wa­ters; the tad­pole who looped about in the wa­ter be­low; and more es­pe­cially the flabby flap of the night-prowl­ing bat who hung all day head down­ward from a de­cayed old tree trunk that was rot­ting on the op­pos­ite bank to Jerk’s es­tate. Now this same tree trunk had put ideas in­to young Jerk’s head. It was ob­vi­ously no good to any­one, and yet Jerk found him­self re­gret­ting that it had not lived and died upon his land, for it was shaped dev­il­ishly like a gal­lows tree, and if he could only erect a gal­lows tree upon the sum­mit of Lookout Moun­tain he would be more than ever liv­ing up to his reput­able name of Hang­man Jerk. He half thought at one time of dig­ging it up and re­plant­ing it on his own prop­erty, but when he had caught hold of a branch one day and it had crumbled away in his hand he con­sidered that, al­though very nice and weird to be­hold, it wasn’t much use as a genu­ine gib­bet, and a genu­ine gib­bet he then and there re­solved to pos­sess. Now the sil­ver crowns of Doc­tor Syn would buy the most glor­i­ous scaf­fold, a reg­u­lar pro­fes­sion­al af­fair, fixed snug and firm in the ground, and cap­able of sup­port­ing the weight of a wrig­gling man. Mipps was the man to un­der­take the job, for he was a first-rate car­penter, and there was wood and to spare in the yard be­hind the coffin shop. Yes, if any man could sup­ply him with a gib­bet Mipps could; and there he was talk­ing in the bar ready to hand, and here were the sil­ver crowns in Jerk’s pock­et. But to buy the gib­bet and then to have to keep his mouth shut about the school­mas­ter was no good. Mipps would nev­er do the job for one crown, but for two Jerk thought he might. Well, he would see about that, and if he were un­suc­cess­ful, he must find a way of rais­ing the money, and then, as soon as the ap­par­at­us was ready, he would get Rash con­demned, and of­fer the au­thor­it­ies the loan of a brand-new gib­bet. Oh, to watch the mur­der­er swinging from the top of Lookout Moun­tain, right away on the lonely, windswept Marsh! That, in­deed, was a glor­i­ous thought. Yes, he must come to terms with the un­der­taker at once—an un­der­taker now with a ven­geance—Rash’s un­der­taker. But the little gen­tle­man in ques­tion was talk­ing to Mrs. Wag­getts, so Jerry had to wait in hon­our bound, for he was staunch to his be­ne­fact­ress, and would not have in­ter­rup­ted for the world. The con­ver­sa­tion go­ing for­ward in the bar was car­ried on in earn­est tones but low, and Jerk began to think that Mrs. Wag­getts was at last draw­ing the sex­ton in­to a pro­pos­al of mar­riage, and his in­terest in this one-sided love af­fair made him crouch by the bar door in hopes of gath­er­ing up some scraps of the hon­eyed words. But the few dis­join­ted words he did catch were more akin to pas­sion than to love.

			“Alsace Lor­raine—one bottle gone! Damn that cap­tain’s soul!”

			Yes, there was pas­sion there—not love. “We know how to use the mist—they don’t.”

			“It’s safe enough. Lots of it to­night—”

			No, there was no vestige of love in that. And presently the con­ver­sa­tion was ter­min­ated with the most un­com­pli­ment­ary re­mark from the sex­ton.

			“You can lay your old top­knot, and throw in your face, that there’ll be a good haul out to­night, and a good haul in here,” say­ing which, with a know­ing slap at his pock­et, Mipps came hur­riedly out of the bar door and fell all a-sprawl over the crouch­ing body of young Jerk.

			“Why, in the name of all wot rots, can’t you tell me where you was?” cursed the sex­ton.

			“ ’Cos I prefers to tell you what I wants,” replied young Jerk.

			“A thrash­in’?”

			“A gal­lows!”

			“Aye, that you do, if any­one did.”

			“Will you make it for me, then?” said the boy.

			“What do you mean?”

			“What I says—will you make me one?”

			“At a price.”

			“And that is?”

			“De­pends on the size. Wot do you want a gal­lows for now?”

			“That don’t con­cern you,” re­turned Jerk. “You’ll have all you can do makin’ it, without askin’ ques­tions.”

			“And you’ll have all you can do, when it’s made, a-pre­ventin’ me a-string­in’ you up on it, if I has any more o’ your im­pert’nence.”

			But Jerry was in no way put out, and replied:

			“If you don’t want to build my gal­lows, say so, and I’ll soon find some oth­er cove wot does. Come, wot’s your price?”

			“And wot’s your game?”

			“My busi­ness, not yourn,” said the boy. “But you’ll find as how yourn won’t im­prove by an­noy­in’ your em­ploy­ers.”

			“Em­ploy­ers? And who might they be now?” said the sex­ton.

			“Well, I’m a-try­in’ to be one,” said Jerk, jingling the coins about in his pock­et to lend weight to his words. “What price for a gal­lows, eh?”

			The jingle of coins al­ways made the sex­ton think.

			“Wot size?” said he.

			“Big enough and strong enough to hang a man on, of course, and al­low­in’ for a good foot or two of tim­ber in the earth.”

			The sex­ton scratched his head. “Well, I’m cursed!” he said.

			“That’s nought to me,” replied Jerry. “Come on! Your price?”

			“Well, say two crowns for mak­ing and one for fix­in’.”

			“One for makin’ and one for fix­in’,” said Jerk, hold­ing them out.

			“No!” said the sex­ton, ey­ing the coins.

			“Then hang the fix­in’!” cried the boy, “for I’ll fix it my­self. So it’s one for makin’ and the wood, ain’t it. Mis­ter Sex­ton?”

			“No, it’s two for makin’, and I lose on that.”

			“Very well,” agreed Jerk des­per­ately, hand­ing over the money, “and please, Mis­ter Sex­ton, make it now, ’cos I wants it quick.”

			So the bar­gain was struck there and then, and off they both set to the coffin shop to carry it out; and the gal­lows was made by night­fall and set up on Jerk’s prop­erty, the sex­ton car­ry­ing it there him­self, dig­ging the hole and fix­ing it up—a reg­u­lar pro­fes­sion­al af­fair with a jangly rusty chain a-swing through the hook—and all this for the nom­in­al price of two sil­ver crowns, lately re­ceived by the pur­chaser from Dr. Syn.

			“Ah!” cried Jerk, as they viewed the com­pleted erec­tion from the oth­er side of the dyke; “ain’t it fust rate?”

			“Slap up,” agreed the sex­ton.

			“Quite strong, ain’t it?” in­quired the own­er anxiously, to which the sex­ton replied im­per­i­ously:

			“It were Mipps as knocked it up, as you seed your­self; and when Mipps knocks up, you can lay it’s sol­id wot’s knocked,” say­ing which he turned and strode off to­ward the vil­lage, fol­lowed by Jerk.

			When they had gone about half a mile Jerk looked back and called to the sex­ton to do the same. Dark­ness was already creep­ing over the Marsh, but sharp and black against the sky­line—no toy, but real, weird, and con­vin­cing—stood Jerk’s gib­bet.

			“What do you think of Lookout Moun­tain now?” sang out the boy.

			“That you can bet­ter the name of it, Hang­man Jerk. Why not call it Gal­lows Tree Hill?”

			“Why, so I will!” cried the sin­gu­lar young­ster. “It’s a good name, and so I will—and let’s hope as how the tree’ll bear fruit.”

			“As how it won’t,” muttered the sex­ton.

			“But it will, you can lay to that.” Jerk could already pic­ture the school­mas­ter hanging there.

			As they neared the vil­lage, with sud­den fear Jerk said to the sex­ton:

			“I sup­pose the smug­glers won’t take my gib­bet as a per­son­al of­fence and knock it down?” But the wary Mipps dis­armed his fears with:

			“There ain’t no smug­glers, for one thing; ’sides, if there was, how could they knock down wot’s knocked up so sol­id?”

			“Well, dig it up, p’raps,” sug­ges­ted Jerk, “ ’cos, Mis­ter Sex­ton, it do catch the eye some wot, don’t it? Look, you can see it even from here, and it don’t look ex­actly pleas­ant, do it?”

			“Pleas­ant ain’t ex­actly the word, I agrees, but you needn’t worry your­self on that score. If them damned King’s men had put it up now, I don’t say as how it mightn’t get mobbed and knocked about a bit, ’cos them damned King’s men ain’t wot you might term pop­u­lar fa­vour­ites in the vil­lage, but as it wer­en’t, don’t you worry, for I’ll soon pass the word, young Jerry, as how it’s you wot owns it.”

			“Thank you,” said Jerry. “They wouldn’t knock it over if you asked ’em not to, I’ll be bound.”

			“Asked who not to?” de­man­ded the sex­ton quickly.

			“Why, any of ’em,” replied Jerk in­no­cently: “Marsh­men, smug­glers, jack-o’-lan­terns, de­mon riders, wot you will; for I’ll lay they’re all a-scared of Sex­ton Mipps, ain’t they?”

			But Sex­ton Mipps was not to be caught by such dan­ger­ous flat­tery, and he replied:

			“There ain’t no such things as smug­glers here­abouts, as I thinks I’ve already re­marked; and as for de­mon riders, why, un­canny they be, and I holds no truck with ’em, thank the Lord. Folks wot has deal­in’s with ’em has sold their souls for the bar­gain, and I ain’t a-goin’ to do that!”

			“Bein’ such a very good and re­spect­able Chris­ti­an? Oh, no!” said Jerk wink­ing.

			“Why, cer­tainly,” answered the sex­ton, “and might I ask wot you’re a-winkin’ about?”

			“Noth­in’—I was only thinkin’!”

			“Wot about?”

			“A dream—a night­mare I had last night, that’s all.”

			“Wot about?” asked the sex­ton again.

			“Noth­in’ par­tic­u­lar,” re­turned the boy cas­u­ally.

			They had now reached the coffin shop, so, thank­ing the sex­ton for his as­sist­ance. Jerk bade him good night.

			“Where are you bound for now?” Mr. Mipps called after him.

			“The vicar­age.”

			“Wot for?”

			“To tell the vicar as how I’ve bor­rowed a crown off of him, that’s all!”

			“Wot’s that?” cried the sex­ton, mak­ing as if to fol­low, but the boy waved him back with a fierce ges­ture.

			“ ’Tain’t noth­in’ to do with you. You’re paid, ain’t you? And it didn’t get stole from the poor-box, neither, so don’t you start a-wor­ritin’.”

			And thrust­ing his hands deep in­to his breeches pock­et. Jerk set off for the vicar­age to tell Doc­tor Syn that al­though he couldn’t ac­cept the sil­ver crown for hold­ing his tongue, he had taken the liberty of bor­row­ing it off him.

			And in this way was the gib­bet set up on Lookout Moun­tain, and the name changed to Gal­lows Tree Hill.

		
	
		
			
				XVI

				The School­mas­ter’s Suit

			
			It was now dark. Jerk passed through the cluster of quaint little houses that make up the one street of Dymchurch-un­der-the-wall, and so on to the vicar­age. Just at the corner where the court­house stands amid the great trees he heard singing, and re­cog­nized the voice and fig­ure of Imo­gene. She was car­ry­ing a bas­ket from the dir­ec­tion of the Ship and was prob­ably bound, like him­self, for the vicar­age. But as she passed the court­house she paused, and to Jerk’s as­ton­ish­ment felt among the ivy that grew around the old front door. There in a cer­tain branch was a piece of pa­per, which she took from its hid­ing-place as if she had ex­pec­ted to find it. The mes­sage it con­tained she read by the light of the lan­tern that hung above the door, and then, thrust­ing it in­to the bos­om of her rough dress, she went on to­ward the vicar­age gate. But out from the shad­ows of the trees stepped a man, whom Jerk per­ceived to be the school­mas­ter. Imo­gene hes­it­ated when she saw him, for he was stand­ing dir­ectly in her path, but when she tried to hurry past, Rash stopped her and spoke.

			“So, Mis­tress, now that you have got your lov­er’s writ­ten prom­ise from the ivy there, you think you can af­ford to pass by such a humble one as the school­mas­ter, but you’re mis­taken, and I’ll trouble you to show me that let­ter.”

			The girl’s hand went in­vol­un­tar­ily to her bos­om, where the note in ques­tion was se­curely tucked away, and she answered back clear and straight: “No, Mis­ter Rash, you’ve no right.”

			“Right is might, Mis­tress, as you’ll find, and I think we shall be able to come to terms now. I want you to come along with me to the vicar­age; Doc­tor Syn is there, and I’ve some­thing to say be­fore you both.”

			“Let us go, then,” said Imo­gene, try­ing to pass.

			“All in good time,” re­turned the school­mas­ter, stop­ping her. “There’s no im­me­di­ate hurry, I think, for the Doc­tor won’t come out of that shuttered room of his till morn­ing, so we can af­ford to keep him wait­ing, and I’ve some­thing to say to you first—alone.”

			The girl tossed her head im­pa­tiently, as if she knew what was com­ing, but Rash con­tin­ued:

			“A few weeks back I asked you to marry me—I, the es­teemed school­mas­ter, asked you, the daugh­ter of a crim­in­al; you, whose fath­er was a proved mur­der­er, a dirty pir­ate hanged pub­licly at Rye for a filthy tav­ern crime; you who were born in a Raratonga drink­ing hell, some half-caste nat­ive girl’s brat! Ecod! it’s laugh­able! I offered to make you re­spect­able and put your banns up in the church, and you re­fused. Now I know why. You think be­cause that young fool Cob­tree is pleased to ad­mire you, that you will catch him in your toils, do you? You’re a clev­er one, ain’t you? I dare swear that soon­er or later you’d suc­ceed in get­ting hold of him—let the young idi­ot ru­in you, eh? Then make a vir­tu­ous song about it to the squire, and a set­tle­ment to keep your mouth shut, per­haps.”

			“Beast!” cried the girl, and she struck him side­ways across the mouth with her clenched hand.

			“Hello!” thought Jerk, crouch­ing in the bushes, “here’s an­oth­er one hav­ing a go at him; well, the more the mer­ri­er, so long as I’m the last.”

			The school­mas­ter re­coiled, try­ing to look as if the sting­ing blow had not hurt, but the blood was flow­ing from his lip and from the hand of the girl as well.

			“So that’s it, is it?” he sniggered, “a real love match, p’haps? The squire’s con­sent, the wed­ding bells, and live hap­pily ever after, eh? Ecod! my lady, I think not. Rash is your man, see? and lucky you are to get him; you whose fath­er’s gib­bet chains are still swinging in Rye.”

			“And yours are swinging a bit near­er than that!” said Jerry Jerk to him­self.

			“You leave my fath­er out of it,” went on the girl, “for from all I’ve heard of him he was a bet­ter man than you, and he was fond of me, too; so it’s lucky for you he’s not here to hear you speak­ing bad of his child.”

			“You know noth­ing about him—he was a drunk­en ras­cal!”

			“Doc­tor Syn knew him well, and he’s told me things. A rough man he was, cer­tain, and none rough­er, reck­less, too, and brave, a law­break­er on land as well as sea, piti­less to his en­emies, staunch to his friends, but con­tempt­ible he nev­er was; and so, Mis­ter Rash, you can af­ford to re­spect him, and I say again that I wish he were here to make you.”

			“Shouldn’t care if he was,” replied the school­mas­ter, “for there’s al­ways the law to look after a man.”

			“So there is,” chuckled Jerk, “and that you’ll find.”

			“Bah! what’s the good of hag­gling and squab­bling?” said Mr. Rash. “You’re mine, or you’ll have to bear the con­sequences.”

			“And that is?” asked the girl de­fi­antly.

			“The rope for your friends when I turn King’s evid­ence.”

			“You wouldn’t dare, you cow­ard, for you’d be hanging your­self as well.”

			“King’s evid­ence will cov­er me all square.”

			“So you’re de­term­ined to turn it, are you?”

			“I am, un­less you change your mind.”

			The girl didn’t reply to that, so Mr. Rash, think­ing that he was mak­ing an ad­vance, con­tin­ued:

			“Think, Imo­gene—this Cob­tree fel­low will be packed off to Lon­don in a month or so, and from there on to Ox­ford; and after a uni­ver­sity ca­reer of drink­ing, gambling, and loose liv­ing, with pre­cious little learn­ing, he’ll settle down to the gen­tle­man’s life, marry some per­son of qual­ity, and you—eh? what of you, then?”

			“I earn my liv­ing now, don’t I?” replied the girl. “Well, what’s to pre­vent me go­ing on the same?”

			“Don’t you want to marry?” went on the school­mas­ter. “Don’t you want a house of your own? Don’t you want to be the envy of all the girls in the vil­lage?”

			“Not at the price of my hap­pi­ness; and, be­sides, I’m not so sure that I do want all those things so des­per­ate. I’m afraid the wife of Mis­ter Rash would be too gen­teel a job for me.”

			“Oh, I’d soon edu­cate you up to that,” re­turned the school­mas­ter, look­ing pleased.

			“It ’ud be a great nuis­ance to both of us, wouldn’t it?”

			“I shouldn’t mind—it would be a pleas­ant busi­ness mak­ing a re­spect­able wo­man of you, Imo­gene. You see, you’re not com­mon like these vil­lage girls, and that’s what at­tracts me; oth­er­wise, it might have been bet­ter for me to have fixed my choice on one of them: one that hasn’t a bad mark against her, so to speak. But I don’t mind what folk say. I sup­pose they’ll talk a bit and laugh be­hind my back. Well, let ’em, say I. I don’t care, be­cause I want you.”

			“Then it’s a pity that I’m not the same way of think­ing, isn’t it?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“That I wouldn’t marry you—no, not though you got the whole vil­lage the rope!”

			“You un­grate­ful wretch, not after all they’ve done for you?”

			“You’re not the sort of party to talk to oth­ers about be­ing un­grate­ful, are you now?”

			“I wasn’t born of jail folk.”

			“No; and you can hope your chil­dren, if you’re ever cursed with any, will be able to say the same, for I doubt it very greatly. Mis­ter School­mas­ter. And as to your threats, I set no store on them, for from my heart I des­pise you; I des­pise you be­cause you would be will­ing to be­tray your fel­lows, but I des­pise you more be­cause I know you are too great a cow­ard to do it.”

			“We shall see,” said the school­mas­ter, “for who’s to stop me?”

			“Par­son Syn,” answered the girl. “Par­sons can bear all man­ner of secrets and not be­tray them. That’s their busi­ness, and Doc­tor Syn’s a good man, so I’ll tell him everything, and in his wis­dom he’ll find a means of check­ing your con­tempt­ible scheme.”

			“That shows how little you know about things, Mis­tress Ig­noramous; for it’s that very same good man, Doc­tor Syn, who is go­ing to read out your banns on this next Sab­bath as ever is, and it’s Rash who is go­ing to make him, and if you won’t come along with me to church, well, I’ll threaten oth­er parties in this little place who’ll help me to make you. Folk are none too anxious to be ex­posed these days with King’s men in the vil­lage, and so you’ll see—” The school­mas­ter stopped talk­ing sud­denly.

		
	
		
			
				XVII

				The Doc­tor Sings a Song

			
			Now, al­though Jerry had em­ployed all his aud­it­ory fac­ulties for the over­hear­ing of this con­ver­sa­tion, he had un­con­sciously listened to some­thing else: a slight noise that now and again came from the dir­ec­tion of the vicar­age, a small, whirr­ing noise, the kind of noise that he had heard in Mipps’s coffin shop when a tool was work­ing its way through a piece of wood—yes, a whirr­ing noise with an oc­ca­sion­al squeak to it.

			He hadn’t bothered to ask him­self what it was; he had just gone on hear­ing it, that’s all. But now an­oth­er noise arose in the night that not only claimed his im­me­di­ate at­ten­tion but made him feel cold all over. It had the same ef­fect upon Mr. Rash, for he stopped talk­ing sud­denly and gripped the post of the gate with one hand and with the oth­er pulled Imo­gene roughly in­to the dens­er black of the bushes; and then the noise grew louder and louder. What at first could only be de­scribed as a gib­ber­ing moan rose in­to shriek after shriek of mor­tal ter­ror: a man’s voice, a man scared out of all know­ledge; and then over the gate leaped a dark form, agile and quick, that went bound­ing away through the ghostly church­yard. There was some­thing fa­mil­i­ar in that fig­ure to Jerk. He had seen it al­most from the same spot the night be­fore. It was the man with the yel­low face. The school­mas­ter came out from the bushes, fol­lowed by Imo­gene. Quickly they went through the gate and to­ward the vicar­age, and si­lently Jerk fol­lowed, with his heart thump­ing loud against his ribs; for al­though the echoes of those drum-crack­ing shrieks still vi­brated in his ears, the gib­ber­ing moans still con­tin­ued.

			To the back of the house went the girl and the school­mas­ter, and to the front went Jerk. It was all dark—in­deed no lights were show­ing from any of the rooms but one, and that was the Doc­tor’s sit­ting-room with the shut­ters still close fastened; but a jagged little hole in the corner of one of the shut­ters sent a shaft of yel­low candle­light straight out in­to the black­ness. Yes, the gib­ber­ing moan­ing was com­ing from the Doc­tor’s room. Jerk crossed a bed of flowers and a gravel path and ap­plied his eye to the jagged hole in the shut­ter. This little hole ac­coun­ted for the whirr­ing and squeak­ing that he had just heard, for it was newly cut, and Jerk put his hand upon sev­er­al little pieces of split wood that had fallen upon the out­er sill. It was plain that the aw­ful ap­par­i­tion he had just seen had been look­ing in­to the room. He had evid­ently made the hole for the pur­pose, and made it with that aw­ful weapon he car­ried, that same har­poon over which so much talk had been ex­pen­ded at the court­house in­quiry. Now the shut­ter, be­ing an out­side shut­ter, backed right against the lead-rimmed glass case­ment, and thus it was that Jerk had to wait for a few con­sid­er­able seconds be­fore see­ing plainly any­thing in the room, for the candle­light flickered and danced upon the glass. But the very second he had put his eye to the hole the moans with­in the room stead­ily rose, and Jerk’s thump­ing heart in­creased its already un­nat­ur­al pace, for he ex­pec­ted the loud shrieks to fol­low, though he could not un­der­stand their motive. But soon his eye got ac­cus­tomed to the light, and one thing in the room be­came vis­ible, the form of Doc­tor Syn. He was sit­ting in a high-backed chair in the centre of the room, grip­ping the oaken arms with his long, white fin­gers, and upon his face was a look of in­des­crib­able hor­ror: his neck be­ing stretched up alert and straight, his eyes dilated to a most dis­pro­por­tion­ate stare, glazed and ter­rible; his hair un­kempt, and his thin legs press­ing hard against the floor.

			But his mouth was neither set nor ri­gid, like the rest of his mem­bers—his mouth was loose and hanging open—such a mouth as the mad­man car­ries; and from it was com­ing that in­ar­tic­u­late gib­ber, that gib­ber­ing moan that had ar­res­ted the hear­ing of Jerry Jerk. Straight at the shut­ter stared the de­men­ted Doc­tor; straight in­to Jerk’s eye at the jagged hole, and sud­denly his hand shot out over the table; he picked up the great plated can­de­labra, and hurled it, lighted candles and all, full at the win­dow. Jerk star­ted back to the rattle of glass, and at the same time a heavy hand fell upon his shoulder, and an­oth­er was passed over his mouth, while a fa­mil­i­ar voice whispered in his ear: “For God’s sake be quiet!” It was the cap­tain, and he stood hold­ing the boy tightly, keep­ing his eye on the jagged hole, and with some­thing ap­proach­ing ter­ror upon his strong face. It was dark now, of course, for there was no light in the house, but presently Jerk and the cap­tain heard low, frightened voices, and a light showed sud­denly through the hole. The cap­tain stooped and put his eye to it. Yes, the door of the Doc­tor’s sit­ting-room was open­ing, and Imo­gene and the school­mas­ter came in­to the room. Imo­gene came first, with a lighted candle held high above her head.

			The Doc­tor was now kneel­ing on the floor straight up. He had a black bottle in his hand; the same rum bottle from which he had treated Jerk that very day. He seemed to re­cog­nize Imo­gene, for he smiled as she entered, smiled as he slowly raised the bottle and tilted the con­tents, neat and raw, down his vi­brat­ing throat. And then he saw the school­mas­ter. His up­per lip twitched, curled, and rose, dis­clos­ing his white up­per teeth; his un­der­lip stretched down and showed his lower teeth, shin­ing white, that glistened un­der­neath the bottle’s neck. There was a snap and a quick crunch­ing sound. The cap­tain gasped for breath, for Doc­tor Syn had bit­ten through the glass neck, and seized the bottle by the broken end. Slowly he dragged one leg from the kneel­ing po­s­i­tion and pushed it out be­fore him; slowly he fixed his oth­er foot like a firm spring be­hind him. Ter­ri­fied, Mr. Rash sprang back against the wall, with the blood still trick­ling from his cut lip, and mo­tion­less stood the girl Imo­gene, with the candle held above her head. Syn was in po­s­i­tion to spring. Rash was wait­ing to be seized, and noth­ing moved in the room save the slowly ooz­ing blood on the school­mas­ter’s lip, vivid against the pale lan­tern jaw, and the blood and ground glass that glistened in a saliva stream that hung from the cler­ic’s mouth. Noth­ing else moved at all, ex­cept per­haps the light shed by the flick­er­ing candle, which danced shad­ows of the two weird men upon the white­washed wall. And then with a hiss­ing sound Syn made a leap, swinging the bottle as he did so, and bring­ing it down with a sick­en­ing crash on the white face be­fore him. Down went Rash, sense­less, blinded with blood and the shivered glass. Then Syn laughed, and sang at the top of his voice:

			
				
					“Here’s to the feet wot have walked the plank,
					

					Yo ho! for the dead man’s throttle.
					

					And here’s to the corpses float­ing round in the tank,
					

					And the dead man’s teeth in the bottle.”
				

			

			And as he sang he danced, and stamped the sense­less face be­neath his feet; and then he sang again, roar­ing new words to the etern­al old tune:

			
				
					“A pound of gun­shot tied to his feet,
					

					And a ragged bit of sail for a wind­ing sheet;
					

					Then out to the sharks with a hor­rible splash,
					

					And that’s the end of Mr. Rash.”
				

			

			And with diabol­ic­al glee he leaped again, and landed with both feet upon the vic­tim’s face.

			All this time the girl stood still. Like a statue she stood, with the candle high above her head; and the ter­rible cler­ic went on with the song: new words, but still a cor­rup­tion of the same old tune, which he roared and screamed in the very whirl­wind of his un­con­trolled mad­ness:

			
				
					“And all that isn’t ripped by the sharks out­side
					

					Stands up again upon its feet upon the run­ning tide.”
				

			

			Tak­ing the pros­trate body, he lif­ted it on to its feet and leered in­to its face; then let­ting go of it, he watched it fall and col­lapse in a heap.

			
				
					“And it kept a-bow­ing gently and a-look­ing with sur­prise
					

					At the little crabs a-scram­bling from the sock­ets of its eyes.”
				

			

			The cap­tain then shouted, shouted at the top of his voice, and tore at the fast, firm shut­ter. The song ceased in the room. The light once more went out of the jagged hole, and there was the noise of a fall­ing body. Prob­ably the girl had fain­ted. The shut­ters were strong and wouldn’t give.

			“The back door!” shrieked the ter­ri­fied Jerry. “The back door is open!” And around to the back rushed the cap­tain, fol­lowed by the boy. And as he ran he blew three shrill calls upon a sil­ver whistle that he car­ried on a chain. The whistle was answered with an­oth­er, and be­fore the cap­tain had found and opened the back door, the cap­tain’s bo’sun had ap­peared from the bushes, fol­lowed by a strong party of the King’s men. The bo’sun made a light from his tinder box, and as they were find­ing a candle in the back kit­chen they could hear someone mov­ing about in the sit­ting-room.

		
	
		
			
				XVIII

				Be­hind the Shut­ters

			
			“Thank God some­body’s brought a light, for I don’t know what hasn’t happened here. Ah, Cap­tain, it’s you, is it?” The speak­er was Doc­tor Syn—he was calmly kneel­ing over the form of Mr. Rash. He had, in fact, propped his head upon his knee and was dab­bing the bleed­ing face with his clean handker­chief.

			“Just get the brandy bottle out of that corner cup­board, will you, my man?” he said to the bo’sun. “The girl there has fain­ted. Noth­ing ser­i­ous, just sheer fright.”

			The bo’sun did as he was ordered, and Imo­gene was quickly re­stored to con­scious­ness.

			The cap­tain for the most part just stared at Syn and said noth­ing. Sud­denly he passed his hand over his brow and wiped away the great beads of per­spir­a­tion that had gathered there; then tak­ing the brandy bottle from the bo’sun’s hand he took a long pull, and with a sigh sat down in the arm­chair, still star­ing at Doc­tor Syn with un­con­cealed amazement.

			“Feel­ing a bit squeam­ish, Cap­tain?” said the lat­ter, smil­ing. “You’re right, it’s an ugly sight. More blood than ne­ces­sary, though. Merely flesh cuts. Bruised a bit, too! Help your­self to brandy. Good even­ing, Jerry; pleased to see you. Here’s your poor school­mas­ter got hurt. Feel­ing bet­ter, Cap­tain? That’s good. The sight of blood does turn one up. Was it Han­ni­bal or Hamil­car who nev­er could re­con­cile him­self to the sight of blood? I for­get. Some great gen­er­al it was, though. The girl here is the same. Bet­ter, Imo­gene? Surely it was Han­ni­bal, wasn’t it?”

			“I am sure I don’t know, or care,” thundered the cap­tain, stand­ing up and turn­ing des­per­ately on the bo’sun. “Job Mal­let, what in hell’s name is all this busi­ness? I’m dazed.”

			But Doc­tor Syn went on speak­ing in his usu­al col­lec­ted tones: “It’s all very hor­rible, I grant, but there’s no mys­tery, I as­sure you. We were all three chat­ting here quite pleas­antly, when in leaps that mu­latto of yours, at­tacks my friend the school­mas­ter and all but kills him. I picked up a bottle and landed the brute a crack over the head. The bottle broke, and the mad­man turned on me, clapped a bit of broken glass in my mouth, which I ex­pect is cut about a bit, and got away. I asked the girl to hold the light, and when she saw the school­mas­ter’s face, why, over she went, candle and all, in­to a dead faint. Nev­er saw such a thing in my life, but I tell you this, Cap­tain: it’s your bounden duty to get hold of that ma­ni­ac and string him up to the nearest tree, for there’s not a man, wo­man, or child safe while he’s free.”

			Then Doc­tor Syn helped them to move the still un­con­scious Rash in­to his own bed­room, leav­ing the bo’sun and two sea­men in charge, the rest of the sail­ors re­turn­ing to the vicar­age barn; and fi­nally muffling him­self in his great cloak he pro­ceeded to the inn to pro­cure a room for the night. Sup­port­ing Imo­gene, he walked ahead, fol­lowed by the cap­tain and Jerry Jerk bear­ing a lan­tern.

			“Pot­boy?” said the cap­tain on the way.

			“Sir?” said Jerry Jerk.

			“Are we dream­ing, or what?”

			“Blowed if I know; wish I did.”

			On reach­ing the inn they all agreed that it was none too safe to walk abroad that night again, for fear of that sin­is­ter mu­latto out upon the Marsh, so they ordered the sup­per and rooms to be got ready, and for an hour or so the Doc­tor chat­ted of in­dif­fer­ent things, just as if noth­ing had happened.

			But the cap­tain kept si­lent that night; he had many things in his head that he couldn’t un­der­stand, and the greatest of these was Doc­tor Syn, that pi­ous old cler­ic, who was mak­ing him­self so pleas­ant over a steam­ing bowl of punch; and as the par­lour clock ticked on, and the room was filled with to­bacco smoke which the par­son kept send­ing in thin rings across the fire­place, the cap­tain rubbed his eyes hard, fid­geted and shuffled in his chair, won­der­ing when the dream would stop and he would find him­self awake.

		
	
		
			
				XIX

				The Cap­tain’s Night­mare

			
			Presently the cap­tain yawned and Doc­tor Syn rose and summoned Mrs. Wag­getts. The cap­tain yawned again and rubbed his eyes. Was he awake or dream­ing? The last thing he re­membered was drink­ing the hot rum punch and listen­ing to a long story that he thought the Doc­tor would nev­er fin­ish. What a sooth­ing ef­fect that punch seemed to have on his fac­ulties, for after that he was rather vague. He dreamt he was lif­ted up sleep­ing, lif­ted up by two men who had fol­lowed Mrs. Wag­getts from the bar when Doc­tor Syn had called her. Was one of those men that in­solent Sex­ton Mipps? He vaguely thought it was, though he wouldn’t be sure. No, he wouldn’t be sure of any­thing! He thought he had been car­ried up to bed, but that was too silly, for who would carry him up to bed? Was it Doc­tor Syn who had said to Mipps on the stairs that he wasn’t go­ing rid­ing to­night for a thou­sand guineas, and that they must do without him for once? Then Mipps answered:

			“That yel­low beast ain’t a-look­in’ out for Clegg’s car­penter, is he? Well, I’ll go, it don’t want us both to­night.”

			Then the dream got more con­fused than ever. There was a lonely reef in the cor­al seas, and on it was a weird fig­ure call­ing. The cap­tain seemed to be on a ship that was stand­ing away from the reef, and all the time the fig­ure kept call­ing. There was a full ship’s crew col­lec­ted on the deck who were threat­en­ing two men. One was a fa­mil­i­ar fig­ure, a fig­ure he had not seen of­ten out of his dreams, and so was his little com­pan­ion, and still the voice kept call­ing. The crew pushed for­ward a spokes­man: he was a Chi­n­a­man—they called him by a nick­name—Pete. Pete sheep­ishly ad­vanced and stammered out to the fa­mil­i­ar fig­ure, whom he ad­dressed as “Cap­tain,” to put the ship about, and take up again the lonely form call­ing from the reef. Pete’s ar­gu­ment was evid­ently use­less, for as he turned to join his fel­lows, the tallest of the fa­mil­i­ar fig­ures stretched out his hand and caught the yel­low man—he was clad in the scanty garb of a cook—and broke his na­ked back with a mar­lin­spike that the little com­pan­ion of the fa­mil­i­ar fig­ure had handed to him. Then the crew were com­manded to throw the body over­board or they would be served the same. This they did, and the sharks sur­roun­ded the ship, clack­ing their teeth. Then the breeze seemed to blow off the reef, and the fa­mil­i­ar fig­ure ordered the men aloft to un­furl the sails. They obeyed sul­lenly, and still the voice, get­ting faint­er and faint­er, called from the reef, and the breeze in­creased, and the cap­tain and his mate ordered the men the quick­er aloft.

			“Get up aloft there, you dogs! Get up! Get up! Get up!”

			The fa­mil­i­ar fig­ure then caught sight of the dream­er (though he wasn’t sure that he was dream­ing even yet), and strid­ing up to him ordered him aloft, and when he re­fused he dragged him up by the arm. The dream­er felt dizzy, for the sails were blow­ing in his face, and he thought he would let go, it was so like his first ex­per­i­ence aloft; and he begged the fa­mil­i­ar fig­ure to let him go down, but the voice went on cry­ing: “Up! Get up! Get up!”

			Then the sail was pulled from his face, the wind blew through his hair, and he star­ted up, catch­ing hold of a stay (which turned out to be the bed­post), and let­ting the sail fall be­low, upon the deck, which in real­ity was the bed­clothes slip­ping to the floor, and still the voice cried: “Get up! Get up!” And he re­cog­nized there the fa­mil­i­ar face and form of Doc­tor Syn, and by him his com­pan­ion. Sex­ton Mipps.

			“Get up! Get up!” the par­son was cry­ing. “What a fel­low to sleep you are! Like wak­ing the dead! Upon my soul, it is, Mr. Mipps.”

			The cap­tain rubbed his eyes again.

			The sun was stream­ing through the win­dow, which was open, and a good stiff breeze was blow­ing in from the sea.

			“What the dev­il!” said the cap­tain. “Oh, it’s Doc­tor Syn, is it? What’s the time?”

			“Just on ten o’clock,” said the cler­ic.

			“Ten o’ what?” bel­lowed the cap­tain, leap­ing out of bed.

			“Clock,” re­peated Mr. Mipps.

			“I’ve over­slept. Thing I’ve nev­er done in my life. Been dream­ing, too. Night­mares—hor­rible! But what do you want? Is any­thing the mat­ter?”

			“I think there is,” said the Doc­tor quietly.

			“And so do I,” said Mr. Mipps.

			“What? What’s wrong? What’s happened?”

			“I don’t quite know yet, it may be noth­ing at all, but I don’t like the look of it.”

			“The look of what?” shouted the cap­tain.

			“The vicar­age,” replied the vicar. “Put on your clothes quickly, Cap­tain, and come and see. I think there’s some­thing wrong.”

		
	
		
			
				XX

				A Ter­rible In­vest­ig­a­tion

			
			The cap­tain was not long in tum­bling in­to his clothes. Mean­time, the sex­ton sat upon the bed, which neither of the oth­er two seemed to think ex­traordin­ary or even fa­mil­i­ar. The cap­tain now and then ad­dressed a sharp ques­tion to the Doc­tor, which the Doc­tor did not an­swer, nor in­deed did the cap­tain seem to ex­pect an an­swer. The Doc­tor was stand­ing by the win­dow, his gray hair blow­ing in the stiff sea breeze that filled the room. Sud­denly they heard a little shak­ing noise upon the bed, and, turn­ing, per­ceived the little sex­ton, with the tears rolling down his cheeks, giv­en up to the most un­gov­ern­able laughter, and yet it was not laughter, for the sex­ton made no noise. He just let his body quiver and heave and the tears roll on over his thin cheeks. Yes, he was lost in a fit of un­man­age­able giggles.

			“What the thun­der’s amus­ing you?” roared the cap­tain; and he hurled the bol­ster at the sex­ton’s head.

			Mipps was him­self again upon the in­stant. “Blessed if I knows,” he gasped, “but thank you kindly for that bol­ster whack, for if some­thing hadn’t happened I be­lieve I should have bust.”

			“But what is it? There must have been some­thing to make you laugh like that.”

			“If there was, I’m blessed if I knows wot,” re­turned the sex­ton, “for I gives you my word that I nev­er felt sol­em­ner than I does now, no, not nev­er in my life.” Doc­tor Syn took no no­tice of this ex­traordin­ary oc­cur­rence.

			When the cap­tain was dressed they all three set out for the vicar­age.

			“Well, now, what is wrong with it?” said the cap­tain, sur­vey­ing the little house that looked so pretty in the morn­ing sun.

			“That’s just what we want to know,” answered Doc­tor Syn. “In the first place, short of for­cing the door, I don’t see how we’re go­ing to get in. The place is all locked up, and, though we have battered and hammered on the doors and win­dows for a good hour, we can get no an­swer from the sail­ors in­side.”

			“And my men in the barn, where are they?” said the cap­tain, look­ing across at the build­ing in ques­tion.

			“I’m afraid, Cap­tain, that you are too lib­er­al to your men, for their rum bar­rel is empty and the whole lot of them are still asleep.”

			The cap­tain swore and walked to the back door, raised his foot, and with one kick sent the door in, splintered and cracked from the bolt sock­ets.

			“Neatly done!” re­marked Doc­tor Syn, “though who’s to pay for a new door?”

			But the cap­tain did not heed him, nor care a brass farth­ing for the door, he was bent on in­vest­ig­at­ing the house, which he did, fol­lowed by Mipps and the Doc­tor and Jerry Jerk, who had ap­peared from some­where, nobody quite knew where.

			The kit­chen was empty, so the cap­tain opened the door of the sit­ting-room; it was very dark be­cause of the closed shut­ters.

			The cap­tain strode across to the broken win­dow, threw it open, and un­bolted the shut­ters, which, swinging back, let in the light of day. In the corner of the room op­pos­ite the win­dow lay the two sail­ors who had been left to watch with the bo’sun. Both were bound and gagged, and one of them was mov­ing. The cap­tain loosed his bonds with a clasp knife, and the fel­low seemed to re­cov­er his senses.

			“What does this mean, my man?” said the cap­tain.

			The sail­or turned and poin­ted to the body of his friend. It lay half propped up against the wall, and above it was a large splintered tear in the white­washed plaster. There were blood marks on this part of the wall. And then the cap­tain saw and un­der­stood, for the neck of the propped-up body had been cruelly pierced, al­though there was no sign of a weapon; but some weapon had trans­fixed that body to the wall and then been plucked out, so that the body had col­lapsed amid a mess of broken plaster.

			“It’s Bill Spiker, sir,” said the sail­or. “He’s dead! He was a good gun­ner, sir, too. We wanted Spiker, sir, to fight the French—and he’s dead!” And the sail­or broke off blub­ber­ing.

			Just then they all be­came aware of a moan­ing over­head.

			“What’s that?” said Mipps, be­gin­ning to giggle.

			In­deed the un­canny at­mo­sphere of the vicar­age that morn­ing had up­set them all.

			“I’m sure I don’t know,” said the cap­tain, “for I’ve had my fill of hor­rors. I don’t mind blood and I don’t mind fight­ing, but these mys­ter­ies are hor­rible. What the dev­il is that moan­ing?”

			“That’ll be Job Mal­let, cap­tain’s bo’sun,” said the sail­or.

			“Or Rash, the sick school­mas­ter,” said Doc­tor Syn.

			But Mipps said noth­ing; he had left the room and was now out in the pas­sage, suf­fer­ing from an­oth­er at­tack of giggles.

			“Damn that sex­ton’s body and soul!” ejac­u­lated the cap­tain; “his gig­gling gives one the creeps. What’s tick­ling him now?”

			“Un­strung,” muttered the vicar, as he fol­lowed the cap­tain up the dark stairs to the bed­room.

			There in the bed, last night oc­cu­pied by Mr. Rash, lay the fat bo’sun on his back, with his face gagged up and covered with a night­cap. Dread­ful moans he was mak­ing as he lay there.

			The cap­tain pulled the bed­clothes off, and dis­covered that the faith­ful fel­low was tied to the bed. Grate­ful he looked, though troubled, when the cap­tain cut his bonds and pulled him up; and he owned in a shame­faced man­ner that he nev­er had en­dured such a hor­rible night in his life, and that Par­son Syn (sav­ing his pres­ence) must be the foul fiend him­self to be able to sleep in such a dev­il-haunted house.

			Doc­tor Syn went down­stairs and fetched the brandy bottle, and ad­min­istered a good dose to the bo’sun, and also to the oth­er sea­men who had fol­lowed them up­stairs.

			“And where’s the school­mas­ter got to?” said the cap­tain.

			“He’s gone.”

			“Gone?” they all re­peated to­geth­er.

			“Aye, sir, gone! And if ever a man has gone body and soul, I de­clares he has; for I sol­emnly and soberly de­clares that I seed him hois­ted up and re­moved down­stairs by a couple of hor­rible light-faces.”

			“Light-faces?” roared the cap­tain.

			“Yes, sir, coves with faces all a-shine. Why, I wouldn’t settle down and live with­in a hun­dred miles of Rom­ney Marsh for a thou­sand guineas a year pen­sion, I wouldn’t; for talk about dev­ils, the place stinks of them!”

			“Now, look here, my man,” said the cap­tain, “just pull your­self in a brace or two and tell me what happened.”

			“Why, so I will,” said the bo’sun, “for queer, most queer it be.”

		
	
		
			
				XXI

				The Bo’sun’s Story

			
			“Noth­ing happened, sir, for some hour or so after you left, and then things made up for lost time, as ’twere, and came fast and quick. I was sit­ting out­side this here room with the door on the jar—out­side I was, ’cos I couldn’t bear the sight of that school­mas­ter’s face. I think you’ll own your­self, sir, that it wasn’t just ex­actly wot you might call ‘a pleas­ant even­ing face’ es­pe­cially, a-battered about as it was. Poor Bill Spiker and Mor­gan Wal­ters here was asleep down­stairs, for we’d agreed that I should stand first watch.

			“Well, the boys had brought us over our al­low­ance of rum from the barn, and we’d all had a drop, though I kept most of mine to the end of my watch, think­ing to use it for a night­cap, as ’twere, but the little drop I did get was mak­ing me feel very drowsy, and I began to think the next hour would nev­er go, when I could wake up Bill Spiker. Presently I hears a noise of gal­lop­ing horses. I goes to the win­dow on the stairs there, and looks out. Right along the road I could see those same riders with lit-up faces wot I’d seed the night be­fore last. I know it was them, ’cos I could see their faces, you un­der­stand, when quite sud­den I was seized from be­hind and pulled over back­wards down the stairs. I fought the best I could, but there was a sort of over­power­ing smell upon a ker­chief wot had been pulled over my mouth, and I was lif­ted up on four men’s shoulders, as it seemed. I couldn’t see any­thing of their faces, but as I went up the stair­way on their shoulders I just re­mem­ber a-seein’ that school­mas­ter a-com­in’ down in the same fash­ion as I was a-goin’ up, only that he only re­quired two to hold him. Now, wheth­er this was be­cause I was heav­ier, I don’t know, or wheth­er ’cos he was only a-com­in’ down while I was a-goin’ up, or wheth­er the things wot had got hold of me was real or sham, as ’twere, but cer­tain am I the two things wot had the school­mas­ter—and things I must call ’em, though they was a bit like men—had got the same shiny faces all alight, just like wot them de­mon riders had; and then I don’t re­mem­ber noth­ing else till I was woke up by hear­in’ a sort of hor­rible shriek down­stairs which I thought was just a dream, but now sup­pose was poor Bill a-voicin’ his last opin­ion in this world, as ’twere. After that I went to sleep again; then I was waked up again by a sort of groan­in’, which I finds was my­self, and then in comes you after a long time and lets me go, as ’twere, and that’s all I knows, so help me God, sir; but quite enough for one night, as I thinks you’ll agree.”

			Mor­gan Wal­ters then gave his ver­sion of what happened in the night, which bore out cer­tain points of the bo’sun’s story.

			He had soon fallen in­to a deep sleep, but was awakened with a feel­ing that some­thing was wrong. He tried to move but couldn’t; in­deed, he could scarcely breathe. The only things that he could see were two dark forms mov­ing about the room, but their faces were lit up by a curi­ous light. These two things passed out of the room, and then for what seemed an in­ter­min­able time Mor­gan Wal­ters worked away at his bonds, and presently be­came aware that his com­pan­ion was do­ing like­wise. They couldn’t talk, for they found that, just as soon as they tried to, the breath that they took in through the an­aes­thet­ic over­powered their senses. Presently Mor­gan Wal­ters thought that he could hear the sound of horses. It soun­ded like a re­gi­ment of pack-ponies trot­ting on the high road—tlip tlop they went, a slow tlip tlop, and a lot of them, too. These were his very words. Then he heard a sigh of sat­is­fac­tion from his com­pan­ion, and saw him stand up, for he had par­tially un­bound him­self. Wheth­er to let in the re­fresh­ing sea air, or wheth­er he had also heard the horses and wanted to loc­ate them, Mor­gan Wal­ters couldn’t say, but Bill Spiker had got to the broken win­dow and un­bolted the shut­ters. He felt the cold air come in­to the room with a great gasp, and then he seemed to have dozed off again, but the next thing he heard was a great scream of agony, and turn­ing over he be­held Bill Spiker em­bra­cing the wall, and the wall held him up, for there was a weapon trans­fixed to it through his com­pan­ion’s neck. The very hor­ror and sud­den sur­prise of the thing caused Mor­gan Wal­ters to make a su­perb ef­fort, and he some­how stood upon his feet. Then came a curi­ous thing: He saw between him­self and the now re­puls­ive form of his fel­low a man—a yel­low-faced man—the mu­latto sea­man. With one hand the creature plucked the weapon from the wall and drew it back through the bleed­ing neck that held it. This was strangely vivid to Mor­gan Wal­ters, and he could re­call his thought of won­der that the blood in no way stained the yel­low hand that drew the reek­ing steel from the flesh. The body of Bill Spiker fell from the wall and col­lapsed in a heap, and a hand seemed to strike Mor­gan Wal­ters at the same time, for he lost con­scious­ness again and re­membered little else.

			“Did the mu­latto touch you?” asked the cap­tain, speak­ing sud­denly and rather loud, so that all in the room gave a per­cept­ible start. “Think well, my man.”

			“I am quite cer­tain of that, sir. I know he did not!”

			“And yet you were knocked down!”

			“So it seems, sir, but it may have been just los­ing con­scious­ness again. I’ve nev­er fain­ted be­fore, so per­haps it was that, or the ef­fects of the smelly stuff on the ker­chief.”

			“And you re­mem­ber noth­ing else?”

			“One thing, though wheth­er I dreamt that or not I couldn’t swear to, but it seemed that when I come to some­thing like my­self the dawn was break­ing, for the room was filled with a gray light, when sud­denly some­thing came in­to the room and closed those shut­ters. Then I fell off in­to an­oth­er sort of sleep and dreamt that people were try­ing to wake me up by banging on the shut­ters, and then at last—hours after it, it seemed—you came, sir, and freed me.”

			“One mo­ment,” said the cap­tain; “this some­thing that closed the shut­ters—a man?”

			“Yes, like a man.”

			“Like what man?”

			“Well, sir, it was like one of them dev­ils that I’d seen leav­ing the room that night. It also re­minded me—yes, it re­minded me of that gen­tle­man there, a-stand­ing at that door—that sex­ton; in fact, now I comes to think of it and look at him, I re­mem­bers dream­ing a lot about him in the night.”

			“Thank you kindly,” said Mr. Mipps, who was in­deed listen­ing to the nar­rat­ive from the door, “but don’t trouble to drag me in­to it, mate. I gives you my word that we were all as merry as crick­ets till you King’s men come nigh the place, and as for talks of demons and such­like, well, there’s al­ways gos­sip of such, of course, but since you fel­lows come aboard, the talk’s been of noth­ing else; and murders, too. Why, we’d nev­er heard of murders, ex­cept, of course, in church we’d heard as how there was such things. We was as happy and con­ten­ted a pleas­ant-go­ing little vil­lage as you could have wished, we was; but now, so help me God! you fel­lows have turned our little spot in­to a reg­u­lar witches’ kit­chen, that you have. Two days you’ve been here, and two murders we’ve had—one a day—and if you stays here for a year, as you can cal­cu­late for your­self, we’ll have three hun­dred and sixty-five, at the present rate. Of course it’s good for my trade, so I says noth­ing. Go on mur­der­ing to your hearts’ con­tent, for I can knock up one a day all right, but I ain’t a-goin’ to take any blame about it, and, wot’s more, I ob­ject to be­ing dreamt about; so an­oth­er night kindly leave me out of your ad­ven­tures, ’cos I don’t like bein’ mixed up with such traffic.”

			Say­ing which Mipps stepped across to the corpse of Bill Spiker, and, pro­du­cing his footrule, meas­ured him up, and entered the same in a dirty note­book.

			The cap­tain then pro­ceeded to the barn and soundly rated his still drowsy men; and put­ting the bo’sun in charge of the corpse, he asked Doc­tor Syn to join him for break­fast at the Ship. And as there was no school­mas­ter, and con­sequently no school, Jerry Jerk had the ex­treme pleas­ure of wait­ing upon them.

		
	
		
			
				XXII

				A Curi­ous Break­fast Party

			
			Dur­ing the meal Jerry took good stock of both men. The cap­tain’s man­ner was sul­len and grumpy. He was turn­ing things over in his mind that he was in­cap­able of solv­ing—things al­to­geth­er out of his ken. Doc­tor Syn, on the oth­er hand, seemed eager to dis­cuss all these curi­ous events, but un­der­ly­ing his in­ter­est­ing, pol­ished, quiet con­ver­sa­tion there smouldered a name­less fear which now and then burst in­to flames of en­thu­si­ast­ic fury—fury against the cap­tain’s ap­par­ent in­activ­ity in tak­ing meas­ures to find and cap­ture the mys­ter­i­ous mu­latto. But he nev­er went too far, nev­er said any­thing that his tact could not smooth over; in fact, he was at great pains not to quar­rel with the cap­tain, like the squire had done, for the cap­tain was evid­ently very sens­it­ive with­in that rough ex­ter­i­or, as he had shown by not at­tempt­ing to patch up his quar­rel with the squire.

			So Jerry watched them as they break­fas­ted in the sanded par­lour of the Ship, keep­ing in the room all he could and dread­ing to be dis­missed.

			Presently the cap­tain turned to him and in­quired wheth­er he had break­fas­ted. Jerry replied that he cer­tainly had had a snack or two, but that broiled fish al­ways did go down very pleas­ant with bread and but­ter and fresh milk, and ac­cep­ted with alac­rity the in­vit­a­tion from the cap­tain to bring a chair and help him­self.

			The cap­tain got up, filled a pipe and lit it, and the Doc­tor did the same; then both men pushed their plates to the centre of the table, lean­ing their el­bows on the cleared space; and Jerry in the centre, for all the world like a judge of some quaint game of skill, watched the op­pon­ents as they drew de­lib­er­ately at their pipes, send­ing pre­lim­in­ary battle clouds across the table be­fore the real tussle began—aye, a fight of brains, each one de­sirous of as­cer­tain­ing how much the oth­er knew or guessed about these strange events, but each very fear­ful of be­tray­ing what he guessed. So Jerry watched them, feel­ing cer­tain that a battle was im­min­ent, won­der­ing upon what side he would be called to fight, and what the end of it all would be; but with all his watch­ing and won­der­ing he didn’t for­get to eat, and eat heart­ily, too, for Jerry’s max­im was, “Eat when you can, and only think when you’ve got to.”

			The cap­tain spoke first.

			“Doc­tor Syn, you heard me say at that in­quiry yes­ter­day that I was no strategist, that I was only a fight­er.”

			“I did,” re­turned the cler­ic.

			“I know everything in­side, out­side, and around-about a ship, but I don’t know much else, and cer­tainly noth­ing else thor­oughly, so to speak. But I have seen oth­er things in my time, for all that, just as any­one who travels is bound to see things, and, just as any­one else that travels, I have re­membered a few things out­side my busi­ness, just a few; the rest I’ve for­got­ten. Now you’re dif­fer­ent from that, for you’re a schol­ar and have trav­elled widely, too, and a man who can use his book know­ledge with what he comes in con­tact with in the world is the sort of man who might per­haps ex­plain what’s both­er­ing me at the present mo­ment, for I am dense; you are not.”

			“What is both­er­ing you. Cap­tain? Of course some­thing to do with these murders that are up­per­most in our minds?”

			“Some­thing, I dare say,” replied the cap­tain slowly, weigh­ing his every word, “but, on the oth­er hand, maybe it’s noth­ing. I can’t con­nect the two things my­self, and yet I’ve a feel­ing that I ought to be able to. I’ve tried, though, tried hard, been try­ing all through break­fast, and it wor­ries me, be­cause, as a man of ac­tion, think­ing al­ways does worry me sorely. You may laugh at what I am go­ing to tell you; if you do I shan’t take of­fence, be­cause it’s pre­cisely what I should have done had any­one told me about what I’m go­ing to tell you, some­thing that”—the cap­tain hes­it­ated, speak­ing as if he longed to keep si­lent; speak­ing as if afraid of be­ing dis­be­lieved—“some­thing—well, I’ll tell you first that is sounds ri­dicu­lous on the face of it, but some­thing which—well, which I saw my­self.”

			“Tell me,” said the cler­ic, lean­ing farther for­ward over the table.

			The cap­tain sat up ri­gid in his chair, took his pipe from between his lips, and spoke as if re­peat­ing a les­son that he didn’t un­der­stand.

			“Once in a Cuban town, in a little Cuban town—can’t re­mem­ber the pre­cise lon­git­ude and lat­it­ude—but that’s no mat­ter, and I can’t even re­mem­ber the name of the town or what I was do­ing there ex­actly, but that has no odds on the story.”

			“Go on,” said the cler­ic.

			“Well, in this little Cuban town I saw an old priest die. He was as dead as this table, you un­der­stand; the doc­tor said so, and I knew it. Well, ima­gine my hor­ror when half an hour after death this old man arose, entered the next hut, and de­lib­er­ately, bru­tally, and care­fully stabbed a sleep­ing child to death.”

			The Doc­tor said noth­ing, but just looked at the cap­tain.

			Jerry stopped eat­ing and looked at Doc­tor Syn. He was pale, very pale.

			Then the cap­tain leaned over the table and con­tin­ued speak­ing, but not like a les­son, for there was a thrill in his voice that car­ried con­vic­tion, so Jerry looked at him.

			“I found out af­ter­ward that the dead fel­low had borne a lifelong grudge against his neigh­bour. The re­venge that he had some­how failed to get dur­ing his life­time he ac­com­plished after his death. It was dev­il­ish curi­ous.”

			“It was a dev­il­ish trick,” ex­plained the Doc­tor. “The fel­low was feign­ing death to a good pur­pose—namely, to put his neigh­bour off his guard. He was not really dead. It would be against all laws of nature—why, of course it would—for a man to arise and walk and com­mit a foul murder half an hour after his de­cease! Non­sense, fanci­ful non­sense!”

			“Against the laws of nature, I’ll al­low,” went on the cap­tain, as if he had fully ex­pec­ted that his story would be dis­be­lieved, “but if you’ll ex­cuse me say­ing so, who are you, Doc­tor Syn, and for the mat­ter of that who am I, to say what the laws of nature are, or to dare to af­firm just how far they ex­tend? For my own part, I should prefer to ques­tion my own ig­nor­ance rather than the laws of nature.”

			“But in what way do you hint at a con­nec­tion between this story and our present trouble in the vil­lage ow­ing to this mur­der­ing-mad sea­man?”

			“Why, just this,” went on the cap­tain de­lib­er­ately. “When you caught sight of this same mur­der­ing-mad sea­man—you re­mem­ber, last night, out­side the barn—I no­ticed that you took cold all of a sud­den; you got the shivers.”

			“Marsh ague—marsh ague,” put in the cler­ic quickly. “Get it of­ten in this place. Poor old Pep­per used to tell me that it was the res­ult of mal­aria I once had badly in Char­le­ston, Car­o­lina; nearly lost my life with it. Mos­quito pois­on­ing which brought on ra­ging mal­aria. I dare say he was right: I’m a fre­quent suf­fer­er. As soon as the mists rise from the Marsh I get the shivers.”

			“Ah, then there falls one of my points to the ground. Still I have an­oth­er ready. Sup­pose we grant that your at­tack of ague had noth­ing to do with your sud­den meet­ing with this man.”

			“Of course it hadn’t,” muttered the Doc­tor. “Ab­surd!”

			“Very well, then, did you no­tice that the en­tire weight of the rum bar­rel was car­ried by Bill Spiker, the gun­ner?”

			“No,” said the Doc­tor, “I didn’t no­tice that.”

			“No more did Bill Spiker,” said the cap­tain; “you can lay to that, or he would have soon raised ob­jec­tions; but I did no­tice it, be­cause it’s my busi­ness to note which of my men work hard­est, you un­der­stand; for in cases of prefer­ment I have to give my opin­ion.”

			“I don’t see what that has to do with the case,” said the Doc­tor. “It’s a com­mon enough com­plaint to find a man shirk­ing work.”

			“Not when the man who shirks is an en­thu­si­ast­ic and will­ing work­er. That’s what made me won­der in the first place, and I’ve now come to the con­clu­sion that whenev­er the mu­latto was ordered to work alone—alone, mind you, without the help of the oth­er sea­men—why, he could ac­com­plish any­thing, but when he was work­ing with any­body, he seemed, in spite of him­self, to be­come sin­gu­larly use­less.”

			“You call your­self dense, Cap­tain, and you af­firm that I am not; but you seem to have a keen­er per­cep­tion of the ab­struse and vague than I have, or can even fol­low.”

			“You will be able to fol­low me in a mo­ment,” said the cap­tain humbly. “I fear it is the poor way in which I am get­ting to the point; but I have to tell things in my own way, not be­ing giv­en to talk much.”

			“Go on, then, in your own way,” said the cler­ic.

			“I then re­col­lec­ted that in my short ac­quaint­ance with this mu­latto I nev­er re­mem­ber to have seen him in ac­tu­al con­tact with any­one, or any­thing. And I also re­col­lect a strong tend­ency among the men to avoid him—in fact, to keep out of any per­son­al con­tact with him.”

			“Nat­ur­al enough,” ex­plained the cler­ic. “It is the white man’s an­ti­pathy to­ward a nat­ive. Per­fectly nat­ur­al.”

			“Per­fectly,” agreed Cap­tain Colly­er. “And I think we may add the Eng­lish­man’s an­ti­pathy to­ward the un­canny and mys­ter­i­ous.”

			“I dare say,” said Doc­tor Syn.

			“I am sure of it,” went on the cap­tain. “In­deed, I went so far as to ask the bo’sun, who has had most deal­ings with the fel­low, wheth­er he had ever touched him.”

			“Touched him? What do you mean?” asked the par­son, who began dimly to see what the oth­er was driv­ing at.

			“Touched, touched him,” re­peated the cap­tain with em­phas­is. “The bo’sun told me ‘No’ and that he wouldn’t care about it, for he con­sidered that ‘a weird-look­ing cove’—I’ll use his pre­cise way of ex­press­ing it—that ‘a weird-look­ing cove with a face like a dead ’un, what nev­er took food nor drink to his know­ledge, wer­en’t the sort of cove that a re­spect­able sea­man wanted to touch.’ ”

			Jerry looked at the Doc­tor. He was as white as the snowy table­cloth be­fore him. Yet he still feigned not to quite fol­low the cap­tain’s mean­ing.

			“And now,” asked the cap­tain, “mad as it sounds, do you see any con­nec­tion between the two cases? It’s plain to any trav­el­ler or read­er of travel books that some of these for­eign ras­cals, es­pe­cially the priests, pos­sess strange, weird gifts that the white man’s brain runs short of, and I want to know if you see any con­nec­tion between the two cases.”

			Doc­tor Syn’s hand was trem­bling, so much so that the long clay pipe stem snapped between his fin­ger and thumb. Neither seemed to no­tice this, though the lighted ashes had fallen out of the bowl upon the table­cloth and had burned in­nu­mer­able holes in it be­fore go­ing out.

			“Do you see any con­nec­tion, Doc­tor Syn?” asked the cap­tain, lean­ing right over the table and bring­ing his face close to the cler­ic.

			Doc­tor Syn did not an­swer.

			The cap­tain re­peated the sen­tence once more—with all the em­phas­is and force that he could put in­to his com­pel­ling voice:

			“Any con­nec­tion between the Cuban priest who was able to com­mit de­lib­er­ate murder after death by con­trolling the enorm­ous will power of his re­venge upon that one def­in­ite ob­ject? Do you see any con­nec­tion, I say, between that man and a man who was ma­rooned upon a cor­al reef in the South­ern Pa­cific be­ing able to fol­low his mur­der­er across the world in the beastly hulk of his dead self? I don’t un­der­stand it, nor do you, per­haps, but I fancy that I see the semb­lance of a con­nec­tion, and what I want to know is, can you?”

			Then Doc­tor Syn did a sur­pris­ing thing: He slowly raised his face to the level of the cap­tain’s, then brought his eyes to meet the cap­tain’s gaze, and then, draw­ing his lips apart, lay­ing his white teeth bare, he slowly drew over his face, from the very depths of his soul, it seemed, a smile—a fixed smile that stead­ily beamed all over him for at least a quarter of a minute be­fore he said:

			“You most re­mark­able man! A King’s cap­tain, eh? I vow you have mis­taken your call­ing.” And he de­lib­er­ately and with the flat of his white hand pat­ted the cap­tain’s rough cheek, pat­ted it as though the cap­tain were a child be­ing pet­ted or a puppy be­ing teased.

			“What the thun­der do you mean?” roared the in­furi­ated of­ficer, “by call­ing? Mis­take my call­ing?”

			“Your pro­fes­sion,” said Doc­tor Syn, calmly put­ting on his cloak and hat.

			“What would you have me then?” cried the sea­man.

			“I wouldn’t have you any oth­er than what you are, sir,” replied Doc­tor Syn, with his hand on the door latch—“a thor­oughly en­ter­tain­ing and vastly amus­ing old seadog, ma­hogany as a din­ner wag­on, and loaded with so many fan­cies as to be creak­ing near the break­ing point.”

			The cap­tain was so taken aback with the ex­traordin­ary man­ner of the Doc­tor that he could only look and gasp. Doc­tor Syn, per­fectly at ease, opened the door.

			“I won­der?” he said in a low voice, al­most ten­derly, Jerry thought.

			The cap­tain, with a great ef­fort, man­aged to ejac­u­late, “What?”

			“Why your moth­er sent you to sea, for as an apo­thecary—an apo­thecary—aye, yes, in­deed, what a mag­ni­fi­cent ana­lyz­ing apo­thecary the world has missed in you, sir.” And to the cap­tain’s amazement and Jerry’s as­ton­ish­ment the vicar went out, clos­ing the door be­hind him.

			The cap­tain could do noth­ing but stare at the closed door, while Jerry, per­ceiv­ing noth­ing en­ter­tain­ing in that, stared at the cap­tain, who sud­denly ex­ploded out in his great sea voice:

			“An apo­thecary, an ana­lyz­ing apo­thecary! What in the dev­il’s name does he mean by that?”

			Jerry still looked at the cap­tain. Cer­tainly he had nev­er be­held any­one more un­like an apo­thecary. By the widest stretch of his ima­gin­a­tion he could not pic­ture the cap­tain mix­ing drugs or mak­ing ex­per­i­ments.

			“It’s my opin­ion—” he said, and then hes­it­ated.

			“Yes?” thundered the cap­tain, with an eager­ness that seemed to wel­come any opin­ion.

			“—well, it’s my opin­ion, sir, that Doc­tor Syn is off his head—mad, sir.”

			“And it’s my opin­ion, pot­boy,” said the cap­tain, as if he val­ued his own opin­ion as highly as Jerry Jerk’s, “it’s my opin­ion that he’s noth­ing of the kind. He’s feign­ing mad­ness. He had to do some­thing, you see, to get out of the room, so he called me some­thing that he knew would take my breath away for the mo­ment, know­ing me to be dense, and he suc­ceeded, for if any man was un­qual­i­fied to be an apo­thecary, I’m the fel­low. An ana­lyz­ing apo­thecary!”

			Then the cap­tain sat down in the arm­chair and laughed till the tears rolled down his cheeks, and Jerry was ob­liged to join in, though he didn’t know what he was laugh­ing at. At length he stopped and be­came most sud­denly grave. Get­ting up, he placed his hands on Jerry’s shoulders.

			“Look here, pot­boy,” he said, “you and I have com­mon secrets that I know. What the dev­il you were do­ing out on the Marsh the night be­fore last I don’t know, but that you saw the school­mas­ter kill Pep­per I do know.”

			“You know?” cried Jerk, ut­terly as­ton­ished. “Then Doc­tor Syn must have told you, for I nev­er breathed a word.”

			“I know all about it, my boy, be­cause I was hid­ing in the same dyke as you. Now see here, from what I’ve seen of you, I ima­gine you can be re­lied upon. We’ll pluck a leaf out of that par­son’s book. We’ll find out his mys­tery. We’ll find out the whole mys­tery of this damned Marsh, and as to be­ing apo­thecar­ies, why, damme, so we will. We’ll take him at his word.”

			“And be apo­thecar­ies, sir?” asked Jerry, more puzzled now than ever.

			“Yes,” cried the cap­tain, slap­ping his great hands up and down upon Jerry’s shoulders. “Apo­thecar­ies make ex­per­i­ments, don’t they?”

			“I dare say they do, sir,” replied Jerk.

			“Well, so will we, my lad,” went on the cap­tain, as happy as a sand boy. “We’ll set a trap for all this mys­tery to walk in­to. We’ll set a big trap, my lad—big enough to hold all the mur­der­ers and mu­lat­toes on the Marsh, the de­mon riders as well, and cer­tainly not for­get­ting the coffins in Mipps’s shop nor the bottles of Alsace Lor­raine be­neath this floor. We’ll catch the lot, my boy, and ana­lyze ’em. Yes, damn ’em! we’ll ana­lyze ’em, in­side and out­side, by night and by day. And when we’ve ana­lyzed ’em thor­oughly, why, we’ll give ’em to Jack Ketch—to old Jack Ketch, who’ll hang ’em up to dry. Not a word, my boy, to any­one; not a word. Here’s a guinea bit to hold your tongue; and look to hear from me be­fore the day’s out, for I shall want your help to­mor­row night.”

			And the cap­tain was gone. Lit­er­ally rushed out of the door he had, leav­ing Jerk alone in a whirl.

			“Well,” he said to him­self, “if a man ever de­served a third break­fast, I’m the one, and here goes; for both of these fel­lows is stark, star­ing mad, though it’s won­der­ful the way they all seems to take to me.”

			And thrust­ing the pre­cious guinea bit in­to his pock­et, Jerk again vig­or­ously at­tacked the victu­als.

		
	
		
			
				XXIII

				A Young Re­cruit

			
			“Talk about an ’ealthy child, and there he is,” said Mrs. Wag­getts, en­ter­ing the sanded par­lour with Sex­ton Mipps. “And eat; noth­ing like eat­ing to in­crease your fat, is there, Mis­ter Mipps? But, there, I sup­pose you nev­er had no fat on you to speak of, ’cos if ever a man was one of Pharaoh’s lean kine, you was.”

			“It’s hard work wot’s kept me thin, Mis­sus Wag­getts,” replied the sin­is­ter sex­ton; “hard work and schem­ing; and a little of both would do our young Jerry here no harm.”

			“As to work,” replied Jerry, gulp­ing down more food, “there ain’t been no com­plaints against me, I be­lieves, Mis­sus Wag­getts?”

			“Cer­tainly not, Jerry, my boy,” replied that lady af­fably.

			“That’s good,” said Jerk, and then turn­ing to the sex­ton he ad­ded: “And as to schem­ing, Mis­ter Sex­ton, how do you know I don’t scheme? Some folks are so took up with their own schemes that p’raps they don’t get time to no­tice wot oth­ers are a-doin’. I has lots of schemes, I has. I thinks about ’em by day, I does, and dreams of ’em at night.”

			“And they gives you a rare knack of put­tin’ away Mis­sus Wag­getts’ victu­als, I’m a-no­ti­cin’,” dryly re­marked the sex­ton.

			“Lor’, I’m sure he’s heart­ily wel­come to any­thing I’ve got,” re­turned the land­lady. “It fair cheers me up to see him eat well, and it’ll be a fine man he’ll be mak­ing in a year or so.”

			“Aye, that I will,” cried young Jerk; “and when I’m a hang­man I ain’t a-goin’ to for­get my old friend. I’ll come along from the town every Sunday, I will, and we’ll go and hear Par­son Syn preach just the same as we does now, and Mis­ter Mipps will show us in­to the pew, and every­body will turn round and stare at us and say: ‘Why, there goes Hang­man Jerk!’ Then we’ll come back and have a bite of sup­per to­geth­er, that is provid­ing I don’t have to sup with the squire at the court­house.”

			“That ’ud be likely,” in­ter­rup­ted Mipps.

			“And, after we’ve had sup­per, I’ll tell you stor­ies about hor­rible sights I’ve seen in the week, and ter­rible things I’ve done, and it’ll go hard with Sex­ton Mipps to keep even with me with weird yarn­in’, I tells you.”

			“Ha! ha!” chuckled Mipps. “Strike me dead and knock me up slip­shod in a buck­rum coffin, if this man Jerry Jerk don’t please me. Look at him, Mis­sus Wag­getts. Will you please do me the fa­vour of look­in’ at him hard, though don’t let it put you off your feed, Jerry. Why, at your age I had just such no­tions as you’ve got, but then I nev­er had your ad­vant­ages. Why, at thir­teen years of age I was as growed up in my fan­cies as this Jerk. Sweet­meats to dev­il, eh, Jerry? for it’s some who grows above such garbage from their first rock­ing in the cradle. This Jerry Jerk is a man; why, bless you, he’s more a man than lots of ’em what thinks they be. Aye, more a man than some of ’em wot’s a-doin’ man’s work.”

			“That’s so,” said Mrs. Wag­getts, en­thu­si­ast­ic­ally back­ing the sex­ton up. “And don’t you for­get that he owns a bit of land on the Marsh, and so he’s a Marsh­man prop­er.”

			“I doesn’t for­get it,” said Mipps, “and I’ve been tel­lin’ cer­tain folk wot had, how things were goin’ with Hang­man Jerk, and I’ve made ’em see that al­though only a child in re­gard to age, he ain’t no child in his deeds, and so they agreed with me, Mis­sus Wag­getts, that it ’ud be un­just not to let him have full Marsh­man’s priv­ileges; and I’ll go bail that Jerk won’t dis­grace me by not liv­in’ up to them priv­ileges.”

			“P’raps I won’t, Mis­ter Sex­ton, when I knows what them priv­ileges are.”

			“You listen and I’ll tell you,” answered the sex­ton. “And listen well, Jerry,” ad­ded Mrs. Wag­getts, “for what Mis­ter Mipps is a-goin’ to say will like as not be the makin’ of you.”

			“I will listen most cer­tainly,” replied Jerk, “so soon as Mis­ter Mipps gets on with it. I’m all agog to listen, but there’s no use in listen­in’ afore he be­gins, is there now?”

			“Jerry,” said the sex­ton, “you’re just one after my own heart. You ought to have lived in my days, when I was a lad. Gone to sea and got amongst the in­ter­estin’ gen­tle­men like I did. Aye, they was in­ter­estin’. And reck­less they was, too. They was rough—none rough­er; but I don’t grudge ’em all the kicks they give me. Why, it made a man o’ me, young Jerk. I tell you, Mas­ter Jerry, that bad as them sea ad­ven­tur­ers was, and bad they was—my eye—yes, buc­can­eers, pir­ates, and all the rest of it—but bad as they was they did some good, for they made a man o’ me, Jerry. I should nev­er have been the sort o’ man I is now if them ruf­fi­ans hadn’t kindly knocked the non­sense out o’ me.”

			“Shouldn’t you, though?” said Jerry.

			“Nev­er, nev­er!” said the sex­ton with con­vic­tion. “But mind you,” he went on, “you has ad­vant­ages wot I nev­er had. I had to learn all the tricks o’ my trade, and I had to buy my ex­per­i­ence. There was no kind friend to teach me my tricks o’ trade, no be­ne­vol­ent old cove wot ’ud pay for my ex­per­i­ence. No, I had to buy and learn for my­self, but, my stars and garters! afore they’d done with me I had ’em all scared o’ me. Even Eng­land his­self didn’t a-rel­ish my tan­trums; and when I was in a reg­u­lar blinder, why, I sol­emnly be­lieves he was scared froze o’ me. There was only one man my su­per­i­or in all the time I sailed them golden seas, and that man was Clegg his­self. I served on his ship, you know, Jerk. I was car­penter, mas­ter car­penter, mind you, to Clegg his­self—to no less a man than Clegg. And on Clegg’s own ship it were, too. She was called the Imo­gene. I nev­er knew why she was called so. It sounds a high fid­daddley sort o’ name for a pir­ate ship, but then Clegg was a reg­u­lar gen­tle­man in his tastes. Why, I re­mem­ber him sit­tin’ so peace­ful on the round­house roof one day a-read­in’ of Vir­gil—and not in the vul­gar tongue, neither. He was a-read­in’ it in the for­eign lan­guage wot it was first wrote in, so he told me. And you couldn’t some­how get hold o’ the fact that that be­nign-look­in’ cove wot was sit­tin’ there so peace­ful a-read­in’ learned books had maybe half an hour be­fore strung up a mutin­eer to the yar­darms or made some wealthy fat mer­chant walk the dirty plank. No, he was a rum­mun, and no mis­take, was that damned old pir­ate Clegg. But I’d pull my fore­lock, sup­pos­ing I had one, all day long to old Clegg, even were I the Arch­bish­op of Can­ter­bury and he only an out-at-heel seadog. Now with Eng­land it was dif­fer­ent, as I told you, though I’ll own he could beat the dev­il his­self for blas­phemy when he was put out. But I wasn’t afraid o’ him; he was one you could size up like. But Clegg—oh, he was dif­fer­ent. Show me the man wot could size up Clegg, and I’d make him Lev­el­ler of Rom­ney Marsh, aye, King of Eng­land, sup­pos­in’ I had the power. There was only one man wot I ever seed wot made Clegg turn a hair, and that was a ras­cally Cuban priest, but then he had dev­il powers, he had. Ugh!” And the sex­ton re­lapsed in­to si­lence. His listen­ers watched him, and, watch­ing, they saw him shiver. What old scene of hor­ror was flash­ing be­fore that curi­ous little man’s mind’s eye? Ah, who could tell? No liv­ing body, for the crew of the Imo­gene had all died vi­ol­ent deaths one after an­oth­er in dif­fer­ent lands, and since Clegg was hanged at Rye, why, Mipps was the only vet­er­an left of that his­tor­ic­al ship of crime, the Imo­gene.

			“Pray get on with the busi­ness in hand, Mis­ter Mipps,” said Mrs. Wag­getts, “for though I de­clare I could a-listen to you a-philosphiz­in’ and a-mor­al­iz­in’ all day long, young Jerk is all agog. Ain’t you, Jerry?”

			“That’s so,” replied young Jerk. “Please get on, Mis­ter Sex­ton.”

			“I will,” said Mr. Mipps. “You may won­der now, Jerry Jerk, how it has been pos­sible for a swag­ger­in’ ad­ven­turer like I be, or rather was one time, when I was a hand­some, fine stand­in’ young fel­low aboard the Imo­gene—I say you may fall to won­der­in’ how I come to be a sex­ton and to live the dull, dreary life of a hum­drum vil­la­ger. Well, I’ll tell you now straight out, man to man, and when I’ve told you, why, you’ll un­der­stand all the mys­tery wot I’m a-get­tin’ at.” The sex­ton smote his hand upon the table so that all the break­fast dishes jumped in­to dif­fer­ent po­s­i­tions on the table, and the two words he said as his fist crashed down were these: “I couldn’t!”

			“Couldn’t what?” asked Jerk, whose anxi­ety for the break­fast dishes’ safety had driv­en the con­text of the sex­ton’s speech from his mind.

			“Couldn’t live a hum­drum life after the highjinks I had at sea.”

			“But you did, Mis­ter Sex­ton, and, what’s more, you’re a-doin’ it now,” replied young Jerk with some show of sar­casm.

			“And very pret­tily you can act, can’t you, Hang­man Jerk?” said Mr. Mipps, wink­ing. “I de­clare you’re a past-mas­ter in the way of pre­tend­in’. Well, pre­tend­in’ all’s very well, but it’s of­ten plain­spoken truth wot serves as a safer weapon for roguish fel­lows, and it’s plain­spoken truth I’m a-goin’ to use to you, be­liev­in’ in my heart that if ever there was a roguish fel­low liv­in’, and one after my old heart, why, Hang­man Jerk is that fel­low.”

			“Please get on, Mis­ter Sex­ton,” said Jerry, feel­ing rather im­port­ant.

			“Yes, get on, get on,” re­peated Mrs. Wag­getts, “for I’m a-long­in’ to hear how he takes it.”

			“Can you doubt? I don’t,” replied Mipps. “I bet my head he’ll take it as a man, won’t you, Jerry Jerk, eh?”

			“I’ll tell you when I knows wot it is,” replied the boy.

			“Why, what a talky old party I’ve be­come. Time was when I nev­er uttered a word—but do—ah, I was one to do. And much and quick I did, too.”

			“We knows that very well, thank you. Mis­ter Sex­ton,” said Jerry. “That is, we knows it if we knows your word can be re­lied upon.”

			“You may lay to that,” said Mipps, “and you may lay that in our fu­ture deal­ings to­geth­er you can de­pend on me a-stand­in’ by you as long as you lay the straight course with me.”

			“I’ll take your word for that,” re­spon­ded Jerk. “Now p’raps you will get on?”

			“Well,” said the sex­ton, “I must be­gin with the Marsh—the Rom­ney Marsh. No one knows bet­ter than you do that she’s a queer sort of a corner, is Rom­ney Marsh. I’ve seen you a-prowl­in’ and a-nos­in’ about on her. You scen­ted ex­cite­ment, you did, on the Marsh. You smelt out a mys­tery, and like a lad of ad­ven­tur­ous spir­it you wanted to find out the mean­in’ of it all. Very nat­ur­al. I should have done the same when I was a lad. Well, now the whole busi­ness is this: the Marsh don’t ap­prove of folks a-nos­in’ and a-prowl­in’ after her secrets, see?” And the sex­ton’s face grew sud­denly fierce: all those lines of quiz­zical hu­mour van­ished from around that pe­cu­li­ar mouth and left a face of diabol­ic­al cruelty, of cun­ning, and of de­ceit. But Jerk was not eas­ily un­nerved or put out of coun­ten­ance. There was some­thing about Mipps that put him on his mettle and stim­u­lated him. He liked Mipps, but he liked to keep even with him, for his own self-re­spect, which was very great, for in some things Jerry Jerk was most in­or­din­ately proud.

			“Oh, the Marsh don’t ap­prove, eh? And who or what might be the power on the Marsh to tell you so?”

			“The great ruler o’ the Marsh—the man with no name who suc­cess­fully runs his schemes and makes his sons pros­per­ous.”

			“That’ll be the squire, then,” said Jerry promptly, “for he’s the Lev­el­ler of Marsh Scotts, ain’t he? He makes the laws for the Marsh­men, don’t he?”

			“He does that cer­tainly,” agreed the sex­ton. “But wheth­er or no he’s the power what brings luck to the Marsh­men—Marsh­men, mind you, worthy of the name—neither you nor me nor nobody can tell. Suf­fi­cient for us that the Marsh is ruled by a power, a mys­ter­i­ous power, wot brings gold and to spare to the Marsh­men’s pock­ets.”

			“Ah, then,” said Jerry, with his eyes blaz­ing, “then I was right. There are smug­glers on the Marsh.”

			“There are,” said the sex­ton; “and it’s wealthy men they be, though you’d nev­er guess at it, and dar­in’, ad­ven­tur­ous cusses they be, and rol­lickin’ good times they gets, and no danger to speak of, ’cos the whole blessed con­cern is run by a mas­ter brain wot nev­er seems to make mis­takes, and it was this same mas­ter brain wot agreed that you should share the priv­ileges o’ the Marsh, and I was ordered to re­cruit you.”

			“Oh! and what’ll be re­quired o’ me?” asked Jerk, “sup­pos­in’ I thinks about it.”

			“You’ll be giv­en a horse, and you’ll ride with the Marsh witches, learn their trade, and be ap­pren­ticed to their cal­l­in’.”

			“And how do you know I won’t blab and get you and your fel­lows the rope?” asked Jerry bravely.

			“Be­cause we’ve sized you up, we ’as, and we don’t sus­pect you of treach­ery. If we did, it wouldn’t much mat­ter to us, though I should be right sorry to have been dis­ap­poin­ted in you, for I de­clare I don’t know when I took to a young man like I ’as to you. You’re my fancy, you are, Jerry. Just like I was at your age. Mad for ad­ven­ture and for the life of real men.”

			“Yes, but just sup­pos­in’ that I did dis­ap­point you, Mis­ter Sex­ton? It’s well to hear all sides, you know.”

			“Aye, it’s well and wise, too, and I’ll tell you. If it was to your ad­vant­age to be­tray us—to that cap­tain p’raps—well, I daresay you’d do it now, wouldn’t you?”

			“I don’t know,” said Jerk; “all de­pends. P’raps I might, though. You nev­er knows, does you?”

			“No, you nev­er knows. Quite right. But you’d know one thing: that go where you would, or hide where you liked, we’d get you in time, and when we did get you it ’ud be short shrift for you—you may lay to that.”

			“I daresay,” said Jerry, “un­less, of course, I got you first.”

			“You’d have a good num­ber to get, my lad,” laughed the sex­ton. “But it’s no use a-har­guin’ like this. You won’t be­tray us when it don’t serve your turn to do so, and it won’t do that, ’cos we has very fine pro­spects open for you, and ad­vant­ages. Why, we can set you in the way of rol­lin’ in a coach be­fore we’ve done with you, and who knows, years hence, when you’re older than you be now, who knows but what you might not suc­ceed to the head­ship. If any­thing was to hap­pen to the great chief wot’s to pre­vent you from takin’ his place, eh? You’re smart, ain’t you? There’s no gain­say in’ that, now, is there, Mis­sus Wag­getts?”

			“No, in­deed,” replied that lady.

			“Then take my tip, the straight tip of an old gen­tle­man o’ for­tune, and you join us.”

			“What’ll I have to do and what is it I’m a-join­in’, though?” asked the boy.

			“The great scheme of wool-run­nin’,” said Mr. Mipps.

			“Ah,” sighed Jerry, “I thought as much. And what am I to do, al­ways sup­pos­in’ that I’m wil­l­in’ to join?”

			“We’ve a va­cancy in the horse­men—a man short, you see, though we’ve got the horse. It’s Mr. Rash’s horse, but we’ve turned out the school­mas­ter and kept his horse. He wer­en’t one of us, you see, so we found that we didn’t want him no more.”

			“You’ve killed him?” cried the hang­man, start­ing up.

			“I didn’t say that,” re­tor­ted the sex­ton. “I merely re­marked that we didn’t want him no more. And now just give me your at­ten­tion. I’ve every reas­on to be­lieve, and so has the great chief that I work for, that you are get­tin’ very thick with that swab of a King’s cap­tain. Well, now, don’t go sud­denly a-giv­in’ him the cold shoulder, do you see? You can’t drop a friend all at once like a hot potato without ex­citin’ the gos­sip and sus­pi­cion of folk; so re­mem­ber what I says and keep civil to him. But it’s my opin­ion that after to­night you’ll know which side you be on, for once get the thrill of the de­mon ride and you’ll not want to get dis­missed. Be­sides, get­tin’ dis­missed by our chief ain’t ex­actly what you might term a pleas­ant form of bein’ en­ter­tained.”

			“And what do I do, Mis­ter Sex­ton?”

			“You’ll get told all in good time.”

			“But what do the de­mon riders do?” per­sisted the boy.

			“Fright­en folk from the Marsh when the ponies are trot­tin’ un­der the wool packs.”

			“And where do the wool packs come from?”

			“From nearly every farm on the Marsh.”

			“And they put it all in packs and send ’em down to the coast?”

			“That’s the tick­et, my lad. Pack ’em all up on ponies and bring back coffins full of spir­it from France.”

			“Coffins full of spir­it from France?” re­peated the amazed boy.

			“Yes, that’s why I’m a coffin-maker. What would you ex­pect to see in­side a nailed-up coffin, eh?”

			“Why, a dead ’un,” said the boy.

			“Ex­actly; and as folk ain’t par­tic­u­lar fond of amus­in’ them­selves with a sight of dead ’uns they lets my coffins alone, do you see, and the spir­it is treated with every re­spect and is al­lowed to go on its way very snug and all knocked up most par­tic­u­lar sol­id.”

			“And the head of it all’s the squire, is it?”

			“I nev­er said so,” replied the sex­ton quickly; “but the less you think and say on that sub­ject the bet­ter, for those who know the iden­tity of the great chief would soon­er have their eyes put out than be­tray him; so don’t you hamper your young ca­reer with thinkin’ about it. All you’ve got to do is to obey.”

			“And what do I get out of it?”

			“Gold and the time of your life.”

			“And when do I start?”

			“To­night.”

			“To­night?” faltered Jerk much re­lieved, for he had thought of his prom­ise to help the cap­tain, and was greatly thank­ful that the dates had not clashed.

			“At half-past twelve at Old Tree Cot­tage; but don’t go to the coffin-shop side. Tap at the back kit­chen win­dow.”

			“And half-past twelve, you say?”

			“That’s the time,” answered Mipps, hold­ing out his hands and seiz­ing Jerk’s in both his. “And I can tell at a glance that your a-goin’ to be a cred­it to the un­der­takin’.”

			And a minute af­ter­ward he was gone and Jerk was sent by Mrs. Wag­getts in­to the bar to pol­ish up the tank­ards.

		
	
		
			
				XXIV

				The Coffin-Maker Has a Vis­it­or

			
			About noon of the same day Cap­tain Colly­er, in walk­ing through the vil­lage, found him­self passing Old Tree Cot­tage, the low-ly­ing res­id­ence of Sex­ton Mipps, with its coffin shop fa­cing the street and its small farm­house be­hind. At­trac­ted by a great noise of ham­mer­ing, the cap­tain stepped up to the win­dow and glanced in. Rows of coffins lined the walls and coffin planks were every­where propped up against shelves con­tain­ing everything ima­gin­able. In the centre of the shop stood two black trestle-stools, and upon these fu­ner­al rel­ics re­posed a large coffin with no lid. In­side this gloomy thing sat Mr. Mipps. He was sit­ting straight up and ham­mer­ing lust­ily upon the coffin sides, singing away with much spir­it to the rhythm:

			
				
					“O ham­mer, ham­mer, ham­mer,
					

					And damn her, damn her, damn her,
					

					For I don’t fear my wife now she’s dead.”
				

			

			The cap­tain, amused at the crude words, pushed open the case­ment and leaned in­to the room. Wheth­er the sex­ton saw him or not the cap­tain did not know, but the song changed im­me­di­ately to a song of the sea:

			
				
					“There’s no swab like the cap­tain,
					

					There’s no swab like the cap­tain,
					

					Of all the swabs I’ve ever seen
					

					With a diddle diddle diddle diddle diddle diddle dee
					

					No swab like the cap­tain.”
				

			

			“A very ap­pro­pri­ate song, Mas­ter Sex­ton,” laughed the cap­tain.

			Mipps turned round and sur­veyed the in­truder.

			“Why, knock me up sol­id if it ain’t the good cap­tain! The gold of the high noon to you, sir, though there ain’t much gold in the sky today. I take it as a very friendly piece of im­per­tin­ence that you should come and look me up so un­ex­pec­ted. Had I knowed of your ar­rival I’d have had these grisly rel­ics stowed away, for some folk has a dis­tinct dis­like to look­in’ at these last dwel­l­in’ houses.”

			“You are used to ’em, I sup­pose, by now?” said the cap­tain.

			“Oh, love you, yes, I don’t mind ’em. Some un­der­takers has fear­ful su­per­sti­tions about coffins. Some won’t get in ’em to meas­ure ’em. Lord! I al­ways does. I lies down in­side ’em and pops the lid on the top to see if it’s air­tight.”

			“Awk­ward if the lid was to stick.”

			“You may well say that, ’cos once it did. But it wer­en’t so much awk­ward as peace­ful, for after I’d pushed and struggled for a power o’ time, I just resigned my­self to my fate, feel­in’ thank­ful that at any rate I had had the priv­ilege of bein’ my own un­der­taker. I shall nev­er for­get my feel­in’s when my last bit of breath came up and went out. It was just the sort o’ feel­in’ you gets when you drowns, only more so. ’Cos when you drowns you sees all the bad ac­tions of your life a-troop­in’ be­fore you, but get­tin’ bur­ied alive is dif­fer­ent, ’cos you sees all the good ac­tions wot you’ve done. Mind you, things I’d clean for­got. Little acts of kind­ness wot I thought could nev­er have been re­cor­ded any­where. Why, they all walked out, and I seemed to be greatly com­for­ted, ’cos, you see, I thought as how I was quite in the run­nin’ for heav­en. In fact I was so pleased with my past self that I fairly kicked with de­light, and that was the means of bring­in’ me back to earth, ’cos over went these trestles, and the jar I got knocked the stuck lid off. No, I’ve been near gone these many times, but nev­er so near gone as that, for, as you see, I was fin­ished with the un­der­taker hav­ing un­der­took my­self, and I only had to be passed through the par­son’s hands and get knocked over the sconce with the sex­ton’s shovel, as Shakespeare says in the play, to be a real ‘gon­ner,’ stiff and prop­er.”

			“A hor­rible ex­per­i­ence, Mas­ter Sex­ton,” re­turned the cap­tain.

			“It was in a sense. But I could tell you hor­ri­bler. I takes a pride in my busi­ness, same as you might in yours. That’s why I went round the world.”

			“Oh, you’ve been round the world, have you?” said the cap­tain.

			“Not once nor twice, but many times, and do you know why?”

			“Per­haps the life of the get-rich-quick buc­can­eers ap­pealed to you?” re­marked Cap­tain Colly­er cas­u­ally.

			“There you go—sus­pi­cious. Can’t you ad­apt your­self for five minutes? Can’t you make an ef­fort when you’re a-gos­sip­in’ with hon­est folk to for­get that there is dis­hon­est ones? I nev­er did see the like. Here we be chat­tin’ quite friendly, and for­get­tin’ our little dif­fer­ences, when you starts ac­cus­in’ me of bein’ a Cap­tain Clegg or an Eng­land. Do I look like a bold pir­ate now? Look­in’ at me straight sit­tin’ up in this ’ere coffin, could you say that I looked like a swag­ger­in’ gen­tle­man o’ for­tune. No, you couldn’t. Very well, then, why go and make un­pleas­ant in­sinu­ations against a re­spect­able sex­ton o’ the realm? Mind you, I don’t say as how I didn’t come across some of that breed dur­in’ my travels, and I don’t say as how cir­cum­stance, that fickle wo­man, didn’t at times make me work for ’em. But not for long. I held no sort o’ likes with the likes o’ them, and though some of ’em had most en­ga­gin’ ways, it was easy to see that they was all of ’em unadul­ter­ated sin­ners. And swear? God bless your eyes, Cap­tain, it made you blush like a damned wo­man to hear ’em.”

			“And if it was not for gold and ad­ven­ture that you went, may I ask what temp­ted you abroad?”

			“Cer­tainly, Cap­tain. It was the love of my work. The zeal to have a look at oth­er sex­tons, ver­gers, and un­der­takers and see what they were a-doin’ with the busi­ness. But Lord love you, Cap­tain, I soon found as how fu­ner­als was done on dif­fer­ent plans abroad. Why, I could tell you some things I seed with re­gard to buri­als abroad what ’ud make your flesh creep—aye, and now, too, though the sun is high in the heav­en.”

			“Well, I’ve an hour to spare. Mas­ter Sex­ton. What do you say to com­ing along to the Ship and en­joy­ing a drink and a friendly pipe?”

			“I thinks I can do one bet­ter than that, thankin’ you kindly,” said the sex­ton, vault­ing with mar­vel­lous dex­ter­ity out of the lofty coffin to the floor, “for I’ve baccy, pipes, and good brandy all to hand, and if you’d care to spend an hour with Sex­ton Mipps and listen to his babbles, why, light your ‘strike me dead’ and gulp your spir­its and settle your hulk in that there coffin, what hasn’t got no pas­sen­ger in­side—so don’t be frightened—and we’ll shut the win­dow, for it’s a-blow­in’ the fire out; and if you ain’t cozy, well, it’s not the fault of the sex­ton, is it now?” And then Mr. Mipps, after busily provid­ing his guest with the re­quis­ites for smoke and drink, and after split­ting up a coffin plank to re­new the fire, sprang back in­to the coffin, sit­ting snug with a glass of brandy and his clay pipe. The cap­tain also was en­sconced on a coffin in the corner, and to the crackle of the split coffin plank upon the fire the sex­ton began to yarn.

		
	
		
			
				XXV

				The Sex­ton Speaks

			
			“Fu­ner­als may be di­vided in­to three classes, for there be sol­emn fu­ner­als, there be grisly fu­ner­als, and there be funny ’uns. The fun­ni­est fu­ner­al I ever did see was in China. Do you know, Cap­tain, they very sel­dom bur­ies out there? They leaves the blas­ted coffins above ground. The whole of the coun­tryside is a-littered with ’em. For un­tidy buri­als China waves the flag, and they has oth­er very funny cus­toms about fu­ner­als out there, too. When a fel­low goes and dies out there it’s a dev­il of a busi­ness he has to go through be­fore he gets fixed up fi­nal. Every fam­ily out there ’as their own very par­tic­u­lar priest, you un­der­stand, and this very par­tic­u­lar priest is al­ways a very sly sort o’ dog. The dead ’un is put in­to the coffin, and then the fam­ily pays their sly dog a con­sid­er­able sum o’ money in ex­change for very hard pray­ers wot the sly dog makes for ’em to his gods. He goes away and prays for weeks on end, askin’ his gods just where ex­actly the fam­ily ought to bury their dead ’un to en­able him to get in­to heav­en by the most con­veni­ent route. And as the sly dog gets paid all the time he’s a-pray­in’, you can bet your wig that he pre­tends to string them pray­ers out to some length. And I can tell you those Chinese par­sons were up to one or two smart wrinkles. I’ll tell you about a cer­tain Ling Fu Quong. Well, if I hadn’t rung the cur­tain down, as the stage play­ers say, upon that gent’s little com­edy, I be­lieves he’d be draw­in’ in a salary now for a fel­low what died some forty years ago. You see it happened like this: I had had busi­ness deals on with a smug-faced Chinese mer­chant wot did busi­ness at Shang­hai. Well, when I was about to sail for the old coun­try, old smug face came to say how sorry he was I was a-goin’ to leave, and hoped he’d have the pleas­ure of doin’ busi­ness with me again when I come back. Well, we star­ted talkin’ and I told him that I should very much like to see a Chinese fu­ner­al, and old smug face said that he would gladly ob­lige me, be­cause a very par­tic­u­lar old uncle of his had died and his fu­ner­al was shortly to take place. Well, the up­shot of it all was that I was in­vited to go up the river on smug face’s boat to Soochow, where he lived and where his uncle had died, a city some sixty miles away or there­abouts. So there I ac­cord­ingly went. Have you ever been on one o’ them large sam­pans, Cap­tain? No? Well, it’s a long sort o’ boat, fit­ted up very snug in­deed, with flowers all trail­in’ over the side, and all fixed up to look like an old homestead sail­in’ on the river. After a very pleas­ant trip—and, Lord love you, I did make that old Chi­n­a­man laugh tel­lin’ him things, for I could speak their lingo very well, you un­der­stand—well, after a very pleas­ant trip we gets to Soochow, and a rummy old place it was. It stood right on top of the river, with its old walls run­nin’ straight down in­to the muddy wa­ter. It was a strong town and im­port­ant, a town of fight­ers and wealthy mer­chant­men. Well, they was all very pleased to see me and re­ceived me very prop­er. Most of ’em was a-look­in’ over the wall a-wav­in’ flags at me, and them as ’adn’t got none were a-wav­in’ their pig­tails. I might ’ave been the great Cham for all the fuss they made o’ me. O’ course, mind you, I had my en­emies. There was a sort o’ lord may­or o’ the place wot I could see didn’t quite ap­prove of me bein’ the nine days’ won­der, but he was one of them self-centred sort o’ coves wot don’t like any­one to have a fling but his­self. But I didn’t mind him, for, al­though I was only a little fel­low, I had an eye like a vul­ture, a nose like a sword­fish, and when I was put out, a way of lash­in’ my­self about like a ti­ger’s tail wot used to scare them nat­ives. O’ course, mind you, it wasn’t pleas­ant when you come to think of it, ’cos there I was the only Eng­lish­man amongst them mil­lions of yel­low jacks. But an Eng­lish­man’s an Eng­lish­man all the world over, ain’t he, Cap­tain? and he wants a bit of squash­in’, and so that lord may­or dis­covered, ’cos one day I walked right up to him in the street and I clacked my teeth at him so very loud that he ran home and nev­er an­noyed me no more. But I was a-goin’ to tell you about that fu­ner­al. When we got to the front door of old smug face’s house we dis­covered his uncle’s coffin re­pos­in’ upon the door­step very peace­ful but in a most awk­ward sort of po­s­i­tion, ’cos you had to crawl over the blarsted thing to get in or out o’ the door.

			“ ‘Lord love you, my most ex­cel­lent Mipps,’ cried old smug face when he saw it, ‘why, this’ll nev­er do, now will it, for my late lamen­ted uncle’—I for­get the uncle’s name but it was Ling some­thing—‘is fairly block­ing up the en­trance, ain’t it?’

			“ ‘Ling Fu Quong,’ I replied, ‘you’ve hit it, for if we ’as to do steeple­chase over that there thing every time we wants to get out o’ doors for a breath­er, well, we’ll fair tire ourselves out.’ And so old smug face agreed, and he ac­cord­ingly sent for the fam­ily sly dog, by which I mean, o’ course, the fam­ily par­son. Well, old sly dog ar­rived, and of all the fat, self-sat­is­fied look­ing boun­cers I ever seed, he took the cake. It was easy to see as how he made a good thing out of his job. Well, my old friend smug face be­gins telling him how awk­ward it was hav­in’ a coffin right across the front door, and old sly dog said as how he were very sorry, but it were just in that place wot the gods had told him to put it.

			“ ‘Don’t you think that if we were to of­fer sac­red crack­ers to the gods that they might find as how they’ve been mis­took?’ sug­ges­ted smug face.

			“ ‘I’ll have a try, oh, be­reaved one,’ answered sly dog, a-rub­bin’ his fat hands with in­vis­ible soap, a habit he was very fond of prac­tisin’ and a habit wot al­ways sets my teeth on edge, soap bein’ to my mind such an un­ne­ces­sary sort o’ in­stitootion.

			“So my old friend un­locks his treas­ure chest and forks out a reg­u­lar king’s ransom, which he gives to the sly priest to buy crack­ers with just to per­suade the gods to change their minds. And I tells you that if old sly dog had really spent all that money in crack­ers, why, Gun­powder Plot wouldn’t have been in it. Any­how, the priest left us with the money, and we spent the next few days a-climbin’ over that in­con­veni­ence whenev­er we ven­tured to go out or in doors. You must un­der­stand also that coffins out in China ain’t the neat sort of con­triv­ance like we’ve got here. Oh, Lord love you, no, for of all the great cum­ber­some fam­ily coaches I ever seed in the coffin line, them Chinese ones took the cake.

			“Well, in a few days back comes the sly dog look­in’ more pros­per­ous than ever. It was very plain to me that he’d been hav­in’ a good time with that money, and if he had spent five minutes in pray­ers to his gods I should be very much sur­prised. Well, he tells my old friend the mer­chant as how we had to turn out of the house for that night, be­cause the gods had prom­ised to vis­it him that night if he stayed all alone along of the coffin, and they would then say wheth­er it was pos­sible for the coffin to be moved. So we had to turn out, much to my an­noy­ance, and go to an­oth­er house wot was owned by a friend of my smug-faced friend. Well, I wasn’t par­tic­u­lar about where we stopped, though I could see smug face didn’t like turn­ing out his house, but I felt an­noyed to see how very eas­ily he knuckled un­der to whatever the priest said. So we went away, as I say, for that night. Now the nights come up cold in China, and we both had got two very sniv­elly noses wot had been brought on by the draughts through not be­ing able to shut that front door. Next morn­ing sly dog came round to say that the gods would vis­it the house every night and see just where they could or­der the coffin to be moved to, and in the mean­time sly dog was to spend his days and nights in the house, and a very com­fort­able time he had of it, you may be sure, for my friend the mer­chant had got a house well stored with very good things.

			“At the end of a week sly dog comes round to say that the gods had de­cided to move the coffin, and that he had seen their or­ders car­ried out. So after giv­ing him more money, much to my in­dig­na­tion, for I couldn’t bear to see my friend im­posed upon, we left him and set off for the house. And where do you think that dirty fat priest had put that coffin?”

			“Where?” quer­ied the cap­tain.

			“Why, in the bed where I was sup­posed to sleep. Now this really did rouse the dev­il in me, and I de­term­ined to get even with that priest. But I had to think things over very care­fully. You see if I ob­jec­ted to sleep­in’ in the same bed as the coffin, my friend the smug-faced mer­chant, who had really been kind­ness it­self to me, might think I thought my­self su­per­i­or to sleep­in’ with his uncle, and that I knew would of­fend him, ’cos the Chinese seem to bear a most ri­dicu­lous re­spect to­wards their dead re­la­tions. So I de­cided that, come what might, I would cer­tainly sleep there, and at the same time I hit upon a scheme for the un­doin’ of that priest.

			“Next morn­ing I woke up after a very pleas­ant sleep along­side that coffin, and felt much re­freshed, though o’ course I wasn’t goin’ to let ’em know that. When my friend asked me how I had slept I told him very badly, ’cos all through the night the old uncle in the coffin kept awakin’ up and askin’ if I would go and fetch the priest. So smug face sends round at once to sly dog for me to tell him all about it.

			“ ‘Did the late lamen­ted uncle of this be­reaved man really con­verse with thee in the night, O Eng­lish­man?’ asked the priest, try­in’ to look very know­in’. I was long­in’ to reply by giv­in’ him one in his fat mouth, but I pulled my­self to­geth­er and answered very re­spect­fully:

			“ ‘Of a truth did the late lamen­ted uncle of this be­reaved one’—a-jer­kin’ my thumb to­wards smug face—‘con­verse with my con­tempt­ible self in the small hours of the dawn pre­vi­ous to the in­es­tim­able crow­ing of the in­valu­able cock upon the temple roof. Of a truth did he con­verse with me, in­deed, and say un­to me’—I could speak their lingo very well in those days, I could—‘ “Send for the wise and learned priest of the fam­ily and tell him that I have much to say un­to him on mat­ters of most heav­enly im­port­ance, and com­mand him to sleep upon the very spot where thou art now sleep­ing, O for­eign­er of the white face. Let him sleep there to­mor­row night alone. Let none oth­er be in the house, for it is to the priest alone that I can con­fide my troubles. Urge also my du­ti­ful neph­ew to pay large sums of money to the priest so that he may not fail to come to me in my sore and troubled hour.” ’

			“Well, o’ course they all thought it very won­der­ful, and, provided with more money by my friend, the priest went off to sleep the night with the coffin. Well, I had pre­ten­ded to be tired that night and had re­tired to my sleep­in’-room early, so they thought, for we were spend­in’ that night with the friends of my friend. But no soon­er had I fastened the en­trance to my room than I had got out of the win­dow, which looked out upon the city wall, and climbin’ along the para­pet I safely reached the ground and set off at a good run to the empty house, get­tin’ there well be­fore the priest. Now I had told the mer­chant to be sure and see the priest safe at the house him­self, for I feared that fright might keep the ras­cal away. The mer­chant prom­ised to do this, for I be­lieve that by this time he was los­in’ con­fid­ence in the fam­ily con­fess­or. As soon as I got in­to my old bed­room I opened the coffin, lif­ted out the corpse, strip­pin’ him of his fu­ner­al clothes, which I donned. Then I hid the corpse in a dark corner of the room be­hind a screen and got in­to the great coffin. Now the lids are not screwed down in China, but merely al­lowed to rest upon the coffin, so I left a very little chink so that I should not have any fear of suf­foc­a­tion. Presently I hears the priest ar­rive, and my friend bids him good­night and leaves him. Well, the fel­low pos­sessed more cour­age than I had cred­ited him with, ’cos he comes promptly in­to the room, counts out his fresh money on the top of the coffin it­self, and then curls him­self up along­side it upon the mat­tress. Just as soon as I heard him be­gin­nin’ to breathe heavy I pushed open the coffin lid, cal­l­in’ upon him by name in most sepulchral tones. He woke up, o’ course, and sits up on his side of the bed and looked at the coffin; and then he be­held me a-sit­tin’ up in­side the coffin a-look­in’ at him, only, o’ course, he didn’t think it was me, but the dead uncle. Well, he was so frightened that I just had an easy walk over him. I jumped at him, I kicked him, I made him swear that he would re­turn every penny of his false-got­ten gains to the mer­chant, and that if the mer­chant re­fused he was to give it to the white stranger that so­journed there, and fi­nally, after thrash­ing the stuffin’ out of him, I popped him bod­ily in­to the coffin, jammed the corpse from be­hind the screen in on top of him, and over ’em both I closed the lid. Then seein’ as how he was un­con­scious through the drub­bin’ he had had, and the aw­ful fright, I left him and went home to bed at the house of the friends of my friend, get­tin’ in as I had got out—through the win­dow. Well, next morn­ing the sly dog turned up and said that the gods had vis­ited him in the night and that the coffin was to be bur­ied twelve feet deep in the mer­chant’s field, and that he was so over­joyed at hav­ing con­versed so very pleas­antly with the gods that he must in­sist on re­turn­ing the gold to the mer­chant. This the good mer­chant, of course, re­fused to ac­cept, so the priest was ob­liged, ac­cord­ing as he had been com­manded, to hand it to the white stranger wot so­journed with the mer­chant and who was your humble ser­vant, Cap­tain. That day I went back to Shang­hai loaded with presents, not only from my friend, but from the friends of my friend, at whose house we had so­journed, and with every gold piece out of that sly dog’s pock­et, for al­though a sly dog he cer­tainly was, he was also a cow­ardly dog, too, and didn’t dare to go against the will of that ter­rible late lamen­ted uncle of the be­reaved one wot was now, and still is, I ex­pect, ly­ing twelve foot down in the field of my in­es­tim­able smug-faced mer­chant who was my friend. And that’s the story of the fun­ni­est fu­ner­al I was ever at, and there ain’t many wot ever seed a fun­ni­er one, I should say.”

			“I should think not,” said the cap­tain, and filling their glasses once more they pledged each oth­er, and the cap­tain left the sex­ton to his ham­mer­ing, and walked out over the Marsh. He had taken good stock of that coffin shop while Mr. Mipps had been chat­ting, and he was put­ting two and two to­geth­er, and the res­ult was four black marks against the sex­ton, for he knew him to be out of his own mouth an ad­ven­turer, and, when it came to the push, an un­scru­pu­lous one. Also he had con­fessed to hav­ing had deal­ings with buc­can­eers, and the cap­tain was quick enough to see that he must have been hand in glove with the ringlead­ers, prob­ably a ringlead­er him­self, a man of the stamp of Eng­land and Clegg. Then he had coun­ted no less than thir­teen coffins—fin­ished coffins with closed lids—in the shop, and he knew that there were only two bod­ies await­ing buri­al in the place—the doc­tor, Sen­nacherib Pep­per, and the sail­or killed at the vicar­age. There­fore, what were the oth­ers for? That they were mis­fits was out of the ques­tion, for Mipps was too shrewd a man to make el­ev­en mis­fits; be­sides, he would have broken them up for fresh ma­ter­i­al. No, those el­ev­en coffins were destined for oth­er things be­sides corpses. And the fourth black mark against the sex­ton was his ter­rible hy­po­crisy and the ready wit that hid it. If any man was in­ter­ested and deeply in­ter­ested in the great smug­gling scheme of Rom­ney Marsh he felt that Mipps was the man, the man-tool of an­oth­er’s brain, an­oth­er man migh­ti­er than Mipps—the squire prob­ably, Doc­tor Syn pos­sibly, though he had yet to bring the test to bear upon that curi­ous and en­ig­mat­ic­al vicar. But al­though as yet Doc­tor Syn was bey­ond his men­tal grasp, the Sex­ton Mipps was with­in it. He knew that he could make him vic­tim, he was, in fact, sure of his guilt, and, know­ing all he did of the man’s char­ac­ter, he fell to won­der­ing how it had been pos­sible for him to fall un­der the spell of his fas­cin­a­tion, for apart from Doc­tor Syn, whose per­son­al­ity had strongly ap­pealed to him, he would rather have had Mipps for his friend than the rest of the vil­lage put to­geth­er, for that odd little man had a rare way of mak­ing you like him, for over all his as­tute cun­ning hung a veil, an im­per­cept­ible some­thing, that was nearly if not al­to­geth­er lov­able. But the hunter goes to no pains to re­hearse the beauty of an an­im­al he is stalk­ing, and the cap­tain knew that as soon as he was ready to strike, no amount of per­son­al fas­cin­a­tion pos­sessed by any crim­in­al that he was after would stay his hand when the cru­cial mo­ment came to des­troy, and so he puzzled out his plans for cor­ner­ing not only Mipps but every wrong ’un on the Marsh, and if the squire and Doc­tor Syn were in the bag—well, so much the bet­ter for the bag.

		
	
		
			
				XXVI

				The Dev­il’s Tir­ing House

			
			If the vil­lage was abed by ten o’clock, the coffin shop was very much alive at half an hour after mid­night. Jerk, ac­cord­ing to his in­struc­tions, found him­self tap­ping upon the back win­dow at that very hour and im­me­di­ately found him­self hauled in­to the house by Mr. Mipps him­self. The sex­ton wore a vo­lu­min­ous rid­ing cloak, heav­ily tip­peted, and a black mask hid the up­per part of his face, but Jerk could see by a glance at the fine sharp jaws that Mipps had laid aside his oil­i­ness of man­ner, his sar­cast­ic wit, and cringing self-com­pla­cency, and was al­low­ing the real man that was in him to shine forth for once in a way prob­ably for his ex­press ad­vant­age. Jerk now saw the iron qual­it­ies in the sex­ton that had struck the love spark upon the flinty bos­om of Mrs. Wag­getts, for as Mipps walked about among his men, from room to room, and in and out of the coffin shop, which was heav­ily shuttered, he car­ried a power upon his shoulders that would have done cred­it to Boney him­self. And the com­pany that Jerk found him­self among—well, if the young hang­man had sud­denly found him­self in the green­room of Drury Lane Theatre in the midst of the great play act­ors, he could not have been more sur­prised, for there, col­lec­ted al­to­geth­er, were the jack-o’lan­terns, the Marsh witches, and the de­mon riders, all pre­par­ing them­selves as for a coun­try fair. Grizzly old men, fish­er­men, and la­bour­ers, as the case might be, were ar­ran­ging them­selves in torn rags of wo­men’s gar­ments, and with a few deft touches of Mipps’s hands, lo! the fish­er­men and la­bour­ers were no more, and Marsh witches took their place. Sim­il­arly were the big fel­lows, hulk­ing great men of Kent, meta­morph­osed in­to demons, enorm­ous demons upon whose faces Mipps stuck heavy mous­taches and hairy eye­brows of a most alarm­ing nature. The grizzled ones like­wise used horse­hair in long stream­ers from their con­ic­al hats, so that their ap­pear­ance as witch­folk should be the more pro­nounced. There were also three little boys and two little girls dressed as jack-o’-lan­terns. They were much young­er than Jerk, but their rigouts filled him with envy.

			“Gen­tle­men,” said Mipps, lead­ing Jerry in­to this mot­ley throng of ec­cent­rics, “the new re­cruit. A young man wot has the eye of an eagle and the nerves of a steel blade. Those who quar­rels with this young gent’ll come off worst, if I’m not mis­took, but them wot be his friends can bank on his good faith, for he’s as staunch as a dog. Get your brandy flasks out, my dev­ils, and let’s drink to our new re­cruit. Jerry Jerk his name is, but ac­cordin’ to cus­tom we drops all men­tion of private names in this or­gan­iz­a­tion; so up with your glasses whilst I re­christen him. We has power, we has, we has dev­ils amongst us of very great power, for we has law­yers, and farm­ers, and squires, and par­sons wot be in league with us, but the greatest en­emy we has is not the rev­en­ue swabs, nor the Ad­mir­alty uni­forms, nor the bloody red­coats, nor the Prince Re­gent—God bless him for a vag­a­bond and a ‘rip!’—no, I thinks you knows who we fears more than all that ruck?”

			“Jack Ketch! Jack Ketch!” whispered the hor­rible creatures.

			“Why, right you are, for Jack Ketch it be,” re­tor­ted the sex­ton. “And here’s a man wot’s goin’ soon­er or later to be a Jack Ketch. He’s got all the gifts of the hang­man, he has—just that jolly way with him, he has—and so you’ll all be de­lighted to hear as how he’s joined us, for with Jack Ketch as our friend we’ll cheat the black cap on the gal­lows. Gen­tle­men, Jack Ketch.” There­fore they all drank to Jerk with much spir­it, and Jerk, hav­ing been presen­ted with a flask, pledged them in re­turn and was in­tro­duced to all sev­er­ally by the sex­ton. “This is Beelze­bub, knocked over a good round dozen rev­en­ue swabs in your time, ain’t you, Beelze­bub? And this is Belch the de­mon, the finest rider we ever had in our de­mon horse, and here’s Satan, and this be Cat’seyes, the weird­est old witch you ever met with in a story book, I’ll wager,” and so on un­til such a vast col­lec­tion of weird names had been rammed in­to Jerk’s brains that he felt quite over­powered. How­ever, when his own par­tic­u­lar uni­form was pro­duced for him to don, his in­terests were re­quickened, and be­fore Mipps had half fin­ished at­tir­ing him in the strange rags Jerk would have sworn that it wasn’t him­self he saw in the old cracked mir­ror.

			“And now, Jack Ketch,” said Mipps, “you only has to fol­low me in­to the coffin shop to get your al­low­ance of dev­il’s face cream, then I thinks you’ll feel real pleased with your­self.”

			In­to the weird coffin shop ac­cord­ingly Jerry fol­lowed the sex­ton, and there was that black cauldron that he re­membered so well. Now he would dis­cov­er its use. Mipps stirred the con­tents and with a great brush began daub­ing Jerry’s face. The curi­ous smell made the young­ster close his eyes and he felt the brush pass over them.

			“Now,” said the sex­ton, “I blows out the candles and you shall see.” Jerry opened his eyes as the sex­ton blew out the lights. “Bring in the mir­ror!” called the sex­ton to the oth­er room. And then in­to the coffin shop came the oth­er mem­bers of the com­pany, and the mys­tery of the de­mon riders was ex­plained, for in the dark room each diabol­ic­al face glistened like the moon, and when the cracked mir­ror had been held up be­fore him he saw that he in his turn burned with the same hell­fire. “It’s now time, Satan, to get the scare­crow in, and you, Beelze­bub, go and paint the horses with what’s left in that cauldron.”

			Beelze­bub obeyed the sex­ton promptly and, pick­ing up the cauldron, went to the back of the house, Satan ac­com­pa­ny­ing him on his dif­fer­ent er­rand—namely, that of bring­ing in the scare­crow, a thing that puzzled Jerry ex­ceed­ingly.

			Mipps seemed to read his thoughts, for he ap­proached and whispered: “Jack Ketch, you’re a-won­der­in’ about the scare­crow now, ain’t you? Well, you’ve no­ticed him, I dare say, all dressed in black, at the bot­tom of my turnip field, ain’t you?”

			“Yes,” replied the new christened Jack Ketch; “I’ve no­ticed him as long as I can re­mem­ber, and a very life­like scare­crow I con­siders him to be.”

			“You’re right,” replied the sex­ton; “it’s the best scare­crow I ever seed, for it’s life­like and no mis­take, and if you keeps your eyes open you’ll see him a bit more life­like to­night—you wait.”

			Satan soon re­appeared bear­ing on his shoulder the dead lump of the scare­crow. Mipps in­dic­ated an old coffin that lay on the floor be­hind the counter of the shop and Satan at once pushed the scare­crow in­to it, and covered him with a lid.

			“He’ll be there till the work’s done,” said Mipps, “for you see the great man him­self rides out at nights as the scare­crow, and if you keep your eyes open you’ll spot him. Now, Beelze­bub,” as that ter­ror re­appeared, “I take it that them horses is all ready; so bear in mind that my friend Jack Ketch is new to the game, and stick by him, and good luck to you dev­ils, and may the mists guard the le­gion from all damned swabs!” And so the com­pany filed out of the Dev­il’s Tir­ing House after re­ceiv­ing this part­ing bless­ing at the hands of the sex­ton.

			“Ain’t you com­ing along, Hell­spite?” said one of the ghastly crew to the sex­ton.

			“No, Pon­ti­us Pi­l­ate, I ain’t,” replied Mipps, “for me and the blun­der­buss is a-goin’ to watch that damned meddle­some cap­tain.”

			And so they left him there, Beelze­bub lead­ing Jerry by the hand out of the back door of Old Tree Cot­tage.

		
	
		
			
				XXVII

				The Scare­crow’s Le­gion

			
			The com­pany found their steeds in the turnip field at the back of the house, guarded so re­li­giously dur­ing the day­time by the old scare­crow that now re­posed in the coffin—horses and ponies decked out with weird trap­pings and all tethered to a low fence that bordered one of the dykes. Jerry’s horse, or, rather, the miss­ing school­mas­ter’s horse, was brought to him by Beelze­bub him­self, whom Jerry very soon dis­covered to be a most en­ter­tain­ing and af­fable dev­il. It was for­tu­nate in­deed for Jerry that he was a good rider, and had a know­ledge of the Marsh, for the caval­cade im­me­di­ately set out across the fields, break­ing in­to a high gal­lop, leap­ing dykes and sluices in such a reck­less fash­ion that it was a mar­vel in­deed to the boy that his old scrag-bones could keep pace with them; for Beelze­bub rode at his side on a strong farm horse and kept ur­ging him to a high­er speed. It was noth­ing more nor less than a haphaz­ard cross-coun­try steeple­chase, and the young ad­ven­turer was caught in the thrill of it. How ex­hil­ar­at­ing it was to ride through the night with those reck­less fel­lows, but he would not al­to­geth­er have rel­ished it had Beelze­bub not proved him­self such an in­de­fect­ible and cap­able pi­lot.

			“Heels in hard, Jack Ketch, when I tell you. Now!” And hard went the heels in, and neck to neck went the horses straight at the broad dyke. “Yoikes!” And up they would go, crash­ing down again in­to the rush tops on the far side. And in this way they tra­versed the Marsh for six miles till they reached the high road un­der Lympne Hill. There they drew rein at a spot where three roads met. At the bend of these roads Jerry could see a man on a tall gray horse.

			“That’s the Scare­crow,” whispered Beelze­bub. “That’s the great man his­self.”

			One of the jack-o’-lan­terns trot­ted off on his pony to­ward this fig­ure, and Jerk saw him sa­lute the Scare­crow, who handed him a pa­per. Sa­lut­ing again, the young­ster came back to Beelze­bub, who took the pa­per from him and read it care­fully by the light of the young jack’s lan­tern. These boys car­ried lan­terns fixed upon long poles, bear­ing them stand­ard fash­ion as they rode. As he was read­ing, Beelze­bub kept catch­ing in his breath in an ex­cited man­ner, and as he tucked the pa­per away in his belt he muttered: “May the Marsh be good to the Scare­crow to­night!” Jerry in­stinct­ively looked down the road to where the Scare­crow had been stand­ing, but horse and rider had dis­ap­peared. “Ah! Jack Ketch,” said Beelze­bub, “you are won­der­ing wot’s be­come of him, eh? You’d need an eye of quick­sil­ver to keep sight of him. Here, there, and every­where, and all at once he is, and astride the finest horse on Rom­ney Marsh, a horse wot ’ud make the Prince Re­gent’s mouth wa­ter, a horse more valu­able to the Scare­crow than the Bank of Eng­land ’ud be.”

			“But where’s he gone to?” asked Jerry.

			“About his busi­ness and thine, Jack Ketch,” answered Beelze­bub.

			“I wish I’d seen him go,” re­turned Jerry, “for I likes to see a good horse on the move. He went very si­lent, didn’t he?”

			“You’ll nev­er hear the noise of the Scare­crow’s horse a-trot­tin’, Jack Ketch, ’cos he’s got pads on his hoofs. Ah! he’s up to some tricks, is the Scare­crow, and, by hell! he’ll need ’em to­night.”

			“Why?” asked Jerk.

			“Be­cause he’s had word passed from Hell­spite that the King’s men are out, and Scare­crow thinks as how we may have to fight ’em.”

			“And don’t you want to do that?”

			“Why, you see it ’ud be awk­ward if any of us got wounded, as wounded men ain’t easy things to hide in a vil­lage now, is they? and it ’ud be a dif­fi­cult busi­ness to ex­plain. Though, come to that, Scare­crow ain’t nev­er put out for an ex­plan­a­tion o’ noth­ing.”

			As he was speak­ing, Beelze­bub took Jerry’s rein and star­ted off again at the head of the caval­cade. Their way was now along the road the Scare­crow had gone, and when they had rid­den for about half a mile they again sighted him, sit­ting his horse stock-still in the middle of the road, but this time he was not alone, for there were some half-dozen men lead­ing pack-ponies from the road in­to a large field. To­ward this field Beelze­bub led his caval­cade, and con­sequently they had to pass the grim fig­ure called the Scare­crow. Jerry was am­bi­tious to get a near view of this strange per­son­age, for he wanted if pos­sible to pierce his dis­guise and see if he could re­cog­nize the fea­tures. But the near­er he got, the stranger the strange fig­ure be­came. If it was any­one that he knew, then it was only the scare­crow in Mipps’s turnip field, for he was as like that as two peas are alike to each oth­er.

			And the voice was not like any voice he could put an own­er to, al­though there was some­thing fa­mil­i­ar in it. It was a hard, metal­lic voice, the voice of a com­mand­er.

			“The King’s men are watch­ing the Mill House Farm, so, Beelze­bub, you will circle the pack-ponies as usu­al till we get half a mile from the house, then you will cut off and de­coy them from the rear. If your at­tack is sud­den and fierce they will have all they can do to de­fend them­selves, and so that will af­ford the Mill House Farm men time to get their pack-ponies in with the oth­ers. I will see that they get them away safely, and when you have shaken off the King’s men pick us up again on the Rom­ney road op­pos­ite Little­stone Beech. Un­der­stood?”

			“Un­der­stood, Scare­crow, un­der­stood,” replied Beelze­bub promptly.

			“And,” went on the strange man, “you will stick by Jack Ketch as far as pos­sible, and don’t let him get in­to any need­less danger. I want him to see all the fun that is pos­sible, but I don’t want any hurt to come to him. If I al­ter the plans, I’ll pass the word. Un­der­stood?”

			“Un­der­stood, Scare­crow, un­der­stood,” re­peated Beelze­bub.

			“Then off you go!”

			And off they did go, the pack-ponies, trot­ting un­der their heavy loads of wool, keep­ing along the edges of the field, and this with a very good pur­pose, for where the dykes run zig­zag over Rom­ney Marsh a thick mist arises some eight feet high, and even upon nights of full moon these mists hang about the dykes like heavy rolls of a spider’s web, con­trast­ing strangely with the rest of the coun­try, which is all bright and eas­ily seen. And now Jerk had to ride even faster than be­fore, for the pack-ponies, en­tirely hid­den by the mist cur­tains, were circled and circled all the way by the gal­lop­ing demons and jack-o’-lan­terns, these last swinging their pole lights round their heads and ut­ter­ing strange cries like those of the Marsh fowl, weird and omin­ous. This ac­coun­ted, then, for all the ghost tales he had heard, for all the ghostly things those not in the secret had seen upon the Marsh, and a very clev­er scheme Jack thought it was, and a very good way of clear­ing the ground of the curi­ous. For there is no power like su­per­sti­tion, and noth­ing that spreads quick­er or is more grossly ex­ag­ger­ated than tales of hor­ror and fear. So on they rode in wild circles round and round the pack-ponies. Beelze­bub was the ac­tu­al lead­er. He it was who gave the or­ders, but the mys­ter­i­ous Scare­crow would dash out of the mist every now and again just to see that all was well with the le­gion, and then as quickly would he dis­ap­pear, borne away like a ghost upon that spec­tral gray thor­ough­bred.

			Jerry of course knew the ter­ror with which the pal­lid host could af­fect the un­wary way­farer—for had he not seen them him­self on the night of Sen­nacherib’s murder?—but had he needed oth­er proof he would have got it in the case of a small en­camp­ment of gypsies. They were not a re­cog­nized band of gypsies, but a wan­der­ing fam­ily, tramp­ing from town to town, from vil­lage to vil­lage, get­ting what they could here and what they shouldn’t there, to keep the poor life in their bod­ies. The gal­lopers came upon them in a ditch. They had lan­terns there and a small fire around which three men and a young lad were sleep­ing. There was an old crone rock­ing her­self to sleep on one side of the fire, and op­pos­ite, between two of the sleep­ing men, was a young­er wo­man. Her gar­ments were tattered and ragged to the last de­gree, and her shoulders and arms showed bare, for she had wrapped her shawl round the babe that was cry­ing in her arms. The sud­den ap­pear­ance of the aw­ful riders spread in­stant pan­ic in this little circle. The old crone shrieked to her men­folk to awake, but be­fore they could get to their feet the horses were upon them. Beelze­bub, with dare­dev­il pre­ci­sion, rode straight through the wood fire, his horse bel­low­ing with fright as he scattered the crack­ling sticks. The young moth­er just avoided Jerry’s horse as he came crash­ing through after Beelze­bub, and the shriek of fear that she gave made Jerry turn heart­sick as he reined in his mount.

			“An ill-famed bag­gage, I’ll be sworn,” said Beelze­bub. “ ’Twould have been a good thing had you rid­den her down, and as for the brat, such dev­il spawn should be put out of their misery.”

			“Now I should have thought dev­il spawn would have had rather a way with us.” At which sally Beelze­bub clapped Jerk on the back, and de­clared that he was a good Ketch, a re­mark­able good Ketch, and as the young re­cruit had all he could do sav­ing his own neck every minute as they leaped back­ward and for­ward over the dyke, this un­pleas­ant epis­ode was for­got­ten, or, rather, slid back in­to his brain like the memory of a night­mare slides when we dream again. On they dashed, but stop­ping at nu­mer­ous farms on the way, where they al­ways found more pack-ponies wait­ing to join the caval­cade. And the Scare­crow was al­ways some­where. As soon as any little hitch oc­curred—as one fre­quently did when the men placed the tem­por­ary bridge over the dykes for the trans­it of the pack-ponies—the Scare­crow would sud­denly ap­pear in their midst, giv­ing sharp or­ders, whose prompt obed­i­ence meant an in­stant end to the dif­fi­culty, whatever it chanced to be. But it was the lay­ing of this same tem­por­ary bridge that caused most of the delays, for it was a cum­ber­some thing to move about, and it had to be built strong enough to sup­port the weight of the pack-ponies. These ponies, too, caused con­sid­er­able both­er at some peri­ods of the march, as their packs of wool would some­times shake loose from the har­ness, and the caval­cade would have to stop while this was be­ing remedied. But al­though the pack-ponies stopped of­ten, the de­mon riders were nev­er al­lowed that lux­ury. Beelze­bub un­tir­ingly flagged the horse round and round, now in large cir­cuits, now in small circles, al­ways ringing in the pack-ponies from any pry­ing eyes. It would have meant death to any­one who got a view with­in that sweep­ing scythe of cav­alry. And as murders on the Marsh were all put down to Marsh dev­ils, ex­cept in the case of Sen­nacherib Pep­per—for there was then a likely as­sas­sin known to be at large upon the Marsh to lay the deed to—and be­cause of the dreaded su­per­sti­tion that had grown in the minds of Kentish folk, the smug­glers were ut­terly cal­lous as to what crimes they per­pet­rated, for they were as safe from the law as the most law-abid­ing cit­izen, for those who didn’t cred­it the ex­ist­ence of mur­der­ing hobgob­lins at least pos­sessed suf­fi­cient fear of the smug­glers them­selves to leave them alone; for, after all, it was no busi­ness of any­one but the rev­en­ue men, and so to the rev­en­ue men were they left, and in nearly every re­cord it may be seen that the rev­en­ue men got the worst of it.

		
	
		
			
				XXVIII

				The Fight at Mill House Farm

			
			Mill House Farm was the last on Beelze­bub’s list, and in the dyke fa­cing the house, but on the oth­er side of the high road crouched the King’s men, com­manded by the cap­tain’s bo’sun. They were as still as mice, for the cap­tain had giv­en strict or­ders to the bo’sun on that score, but they need not have put them­selves to such pains, for ow­ing to the ex­treme vi­gil­ance of Sex­ton Mipps the smug­glers knew ex­actly where they were and what they were go­ing to do.

			Now it is de­press­ing to the most seasoned fight­ers to have to crouch for hours in a soak­ing muddy dyke wait­ing for an out­num­ber­ing en­emy; for it was com­mon know­ledge that if smug­gling was car­ried on upon the Marsh, it was well ma­nip­u­lated and re­lied for its secrecy upon the strength and num­bers of its as­sist­ants. So the bo’sun had no easy task in keep­ing his men from grumbling; for whatever Cap­tain Colly­er’s opin­ion may have been with re­gard to main­tain­ing the law ac­cord­ing to his duty, it was pretty evid­ent that his men had no great rel­ish for the task, and the bo’sun heart­ily wished that the cap­tain had not left him re­spons­ible, for his ab­sence was hav­ing a poor ef­fect upon the men, and the un­for­tu­nate bo’sun was greatly afraid that they would fail to put up a good fight when the time came. It is one thing to fight an en­emy, but quite an­oth­er to shoot down your own coun­try­men, and al­though every man jack of them was itch­ing for the French war, they felt no en­thu­si­asm for this sup­pres­sion of smug­gling, for the whole of the coun­tryside would have taken the side of the law­break­ers, and who knows how many of these same King’s men had not them­selves done a very prof­it­able trade with the il­leg­al car­goes from France.

			These were the feel­ings that ex­is­ted as the King’s men lay in the dyke op­pos­ite Mill House Farm, listen­ing to the noise of ponies’ hoofs in the yard, and wait­ing to fire upon any­one who presen­ted him­self.

			But the or­der “Not to kill, but to fire low,” also damped their spir­its, for what chance would they have against des­per­ate fel­lows keep­ing their necks out of the rope, who would not hes­it­ate but would rather aim to kill?

			The bo’sun had great dif­fi­culty in pre­vent­ing one old seadog who lay next him in the ditch from voicing his opin­ion of the pro­ceed­ings in a loud bass voice, but what he did say he after all had the good grace to whis­per, though a whis­per that was none too soft at that.

			“What the hell’s the sense, Mr. Bo’sun, of send­ing good sea­men like we be to die like dogs in this blamed ditch? Ain’t Eng­land got no use for sea­men nowadays? ’Tain’t the mem­bers of Par­ley­ment wot’ll serve her when it comes to fight­ing, though they does talk so very pleas­ant.”

			“They don’t talk as much as you do,” was the hushed re­tort of the bo’sun.

			“Look ye ’ere, Job Mal­let,” went on the seadog, “you’ve been ship­mate o’ mine fer longer than I well re­mem­bers, and you be in com­mand here. Well, I ain’t a-kickin’ against your au­thor­ity, mind you, but I’m older than you be, and I want to voice my opin­ion to you, which is also the opin­ion of every moth­er’s son in this damned ditch. Why don’t we clear out of this and be done with the folly? We looks to you, Job Mal­let, I say we looks to you as our bo’sun, and a very good bo’sun you be, we looks to you, we does, to save us bein’ made fools of. We wants to fight the Frenchies and not our own fel­lows. The Par­ley­ment’s a-makin’ a great mis­take put­tin’ down the smug­glers. If they only talked nice to ’em they’d find a re­gi­ment or two o’ smug­glers very handy to fight them ugly Frenchies. For my own part I don’t see why the Par­ley­ment don’t put down oth­er pro­fes­sions for a bit and leave the smug­glers alone. Why not give law­yers a turn, eh? They could do with a bit o’ hex­pos­in’! Dirty swabs! And so could the doc­tors wot sell col­oured wa­ter for doses. Bah! dirty, dis­hon­est fel­lows! But, oh, no! It’s al­ways the poor smug­glers who be really hard­work­ing fel­lows; and very good fight­ers they be, too, as we’ll soon be called upon to see.”

			All this time Job Mal­let tried to si­lence him, but threats, per­sua­sions, and ar­gu­ments were all alike use­less.

			“Old Col­ly­wobbles thinks the same as wot we does.”

			“I’ll have you to re­mem­ber,” whispered the bo’sun stiffly, “that I bein’ in com­mand in this ’ere ditch don’t know as to who you be al­lud­in’ when you say Col­ly­wobbles. I don’t know no one of that name.”

			“Oh, ain’t you a stick­ler to duty?” chuckled the seadog. “Still I re­spec’s you fer it, though p’raps you’ll per­mit me to re­mind you as how it was you in the fo’csle of the Res­ist­ance as gave the re­spec­ted Cap­tain Howard Colly­er, R.N., the pleas­ant pet name of Col­ly­wobbles. Though p’raps that’s slipped your memory for the mo­ment.”

			“It has,” answered the bo’sun.

			“Very well, then, but you can take it from me as how it was, so there, and a very clev­er name it be, too; but there, you al­ways was one of the clev­er ones, Job Mal­let.”

			“I wish I were clev­er enough to make your fat mouth shut, I do,” muttered the bo’sun.

			“Now, then, Job Mal­let, don’t you be­gin get­ting to per­son­al­it­ies. But there, now, I don’t want to quar­rel with you. You’ve al­ways had my greatest re­spec’s, you has, and as we’ll prob­ably be stiff ’uns in a few minutes, we won’t quar­rel, old pal. But I give you my word that I don’t like be­ing shot down like a rab­bit, and I’m sorry as how it’s you as is in com­mand, ’cos if it was any­one else I de­clares I’d get up now and walk home to bed.”

			“If Cap­tain Colly­er was here, you know you’d do noth­ing of the sort.”

			“Why, ain’t he here? That’s wot I wants to know. Strike me dead! it’s easy enough to send out poor old seadogs to be shot like bunny rab­bits. I could do that. There ain’t no pluck in that, as far as I can see, though p’raps I be wrong, and if I be wrong, well, I’ll own up to it, for I don’t care bein’ put in the wrong of it when I is in the wrong of it.”

			“You ain’t a-set­tin’ a very good ex­ample to the young men, I’m thinkin’,” said Job Mal­let. “You, the old­est sea­man here, and a-grumblin’ and a-gos­sip­in’ like an old house­wife. You ought to think shame on your­self, old friend.”

			“Oh, well,” growled the oth­er, “I won’t ut­ter an­oth­er blarsted word, I won’t. But if you does want to know my opin­ion in these ’ere pro­ceed­in’s, it’s—hell!”

			“I don’t say as how I don’t agree with you,” re­turned Job Mal­let, “but there it is and we’ve got to make the best of it. It won’t do no good a-grumblin’. We’ll make the best of a bad job, and I hopes as I for one will be able to do my duty, ’cos I don’t rel­ish it no more than you do.”

			“Well, strike me blind, dumb, and deaf!” thundered the seadog in a voice of emo­tion as he clapped Job Mal­let on the back, “if I’ve been a sniv­el­lin’ powder mon­key I ought to be down­right ashamed of my­self, and seein’ as how I be the old­est sea­man here, in­stead—well, I’m more than damned down­right ashamed. Job Mal­let, thank you! You set a good ex­ample to us all, Mis­ter Bo’sun, and I’ll stand by you for one. Damn the smug­glers, and wait till I get at ’em, that’s all!”

			“Thank yer,” said the bo’sun, “but you’ll greatly ob­lige me by keep­ing quiet, ’cos here be the smug­glers, if I ain’t mis­took.”

			In­deed at that in­stant along the road came the sound of the sharp, quick steps of the pack-ponies. At present they were hid­den in the mist which floated thickly about that part of the Marsh, but they could not only hear the ponies but a sound of a voice singing as well. This voice was raised in a wail­ing mono­tone and the words were re­peated over and over again. They were in­ten­ded for the ears of the wretched sail­ors who were wait­ing in the ditch for the at­tack:

			“Listen, oh, you good King’s men who are wait­ing to shoot us from the damp ditch. We have got your kind cap­tain here, a blun­der­buss a-look­ing at the back of his head. If you fire on us, good King’s men, then the blun­der­buss will fire at the good cap­tain, and then:

			
				
					“ ‘All the King’s horses and all the King’s men
					

					Could not put cap­tain to­geth­er again.’ ”
				

			

			Even if the words were not suf­fi­cient to ex­plain the situ­ation to the sail­ors, the first fig­ures of the caval­cade were all suf­fi­cient. A don­key led by two jack-o’-lan­terns on foot jol­ted out of the fog. Upon its back was a man bound and gagged, sup­por­ted on either side by two dev­il-men. That the gagged wretch was the cap­tain needed no words to tell, for his uni­form showed by the lan­tern’s light, and there right be­hind him, sure enough, was the blun­der­buss in ques­tion, poin­ted by a snuffy little dev­il called by his col­leagues Hell­spite, who sat hunched up on a shoddy little pony. This little group hal­ted at a con­veni­ent dis­tance from the sail­ors in the ditch, and Hell­spite again re­hearsed his little speech, end­ing up with:

			
				
					“ ‘All the King’s horses and all the King’s men
					

					Could not put cap­tain to­geth­er again.’ ”
				

			

			Now the poor bo’sun in com­mand had all his life grown so used to tak­ing oth­er people’s or­ders that he didn’t know what to do for the best. He liked the cap­tain and didn’t want to see him killed, though he knew what he must be suf­fer­ing in his ri­dicu­lous po­s­i­tion. He knew that had the cap­tain but got the use of his speech he would have shouted, “Fire! and be damned to ’em!” But then the cap­tain had not got the use of speech. The Scare­crow and Hell­spite knew enough of the man to see to that, and as they had no great de­sire to be fired at, they had seen that the gags were ef­fi­cient. So it was, after all, small won­der that the old grumbling seadog next to him, who pos­sessed a rol­lick­ing vein of hu­mour, laughed un­til he rolled back in­to the mud, for the sight was enough to make the pro­ver­bi­al cat laugh, much less a hu­mor­ous old tar, and the rest of the men were di­vided in­to two classes, some fol­low­ing the ex­ample of the bo’sun and be­ing struck stiff with amazement and power­less wrath, oth­ers join­ing the laugh­ing tar in the muddy ditch and guf­faw­ing over the ri­dicu­lous situ­ation of their cap­tain, for he was not the build of man to sit an ass with any dig­nity, not be­ing at all akin to a Le­vantine Jew, but very ab­surd in his nav­al uni­form, with the cocked hat lit­er­ally cocked right down over his nose. It was this sud­den sur­prise that made the sail­ors ut­terly un­pre­pared for what fol­lowed. A large party of horse swept out of the mist be­hind them, and when they turned to see what fresh thing was amiss there was a gal­lant line of ter­rible cav­alry pulling up on their haunches a few yards in their rear. Thus they were cut off on both sides: at their back the dev­ils with flam­ing faces, on horses of alarm­ing pro­por­tions, and in front, their cap­tain, wait­ing for them to shoot, to meet his own death by the little de­mon’s blun­der­buss:

			
				
					“ ‘If you fire, you good King’s men,
					

					Then the dev­il shall blarst your cap­tain.’ ”
				

			

			“And you as well, you good King’s men!” shrieked and howled the ter­rible demons at the back, who covered with pis­tols or blun­der­buss every Jack Tar in the ditch.

			Then an­oth­er rider ap­peared on the scene. He was tall, thin, and of un­gainly coun­ten­ance, and he rode a light gray thor­ough­bred. He was the Scare­crow, and all the dev­ils hailed him by that name as he ap­peared. Be­hind him came the pack-ponies, some sixty or sev­enty in all, and on each pony was a wool pack that would have meant a hu­man neck to the King’s hang­man if only Colly­er were free to work his will. The Scare­crow drew up in the road and watched the great pro­ces­sion of ponies pass along to­ward the coast. When they had all but passed he gave a sig­nal, and the doors of Mill House barn were opened and ten more heav­ily laden ponies trot­ted out and joined the snake of il­leg­al com­merce that was wrig­gling away to the sea. Then like some field-mar­shal upon the field of battle did the Scare­crow slowly ride over a small bridge and then along the front of his de­mon cav­alry. Jerry Jerk heard him give a short or­der to Beelze­bub as he passed, and then saw him gal­lop away after the pack-ponies. And then came the or­deal for the King’s men, for they were kept in that un­com­fort­able po­s­i­tion for a full two hours, or maybe even longer. Folly to move, folly to fight, there they had to stop—a fool­ish-look­ing group of fight­ing men, if you like, but more fool­ish had they at­temp­ted res­ist­ance, for they were out­numbered in men, in arms, and in wits. Once, in­deed, did the bo’sun nearly lose his head, and that was when Hell­spite lowered his blun­der­buss and pro­duced a clay pipe which he lit. The bo’sun saw a chance, spat in his hand, grasped his cut­lass, and clambered from the dyke. But in­stant­an­eously came the omin­ous noise of cock­ing pis­tols, and the old seadog grabbed the bo’sun’s leg and pulled him back swear­ing in­to the mud. Hell­spite chuckled and smoked his pipe, the horse­men covered every man in the ditch with cocked weapons, and so an­oth­er hour passed over the curi­ous group. Sud­denly from over the Marsh came the cry of a cur­lew, weird and re­peated sev­en times. Hell­spite put up his pipe and muttered an or­der to the two dev­ils by the don­key, and then he ad­dressed the sail­ors:

			“Now, good sail­ors, we will trouble you for your arms. Pass them up to good Job Mal­let and he shall stretch his legs and lay them at my feet.”

			But again Job Mal­let lost his head. He arose in the ditch and sang out bravely: “You and the rest of you are damned cow­ards in si­len­cing the mouth of our cap­tain. Had he his voice you know what he’d say—‘Shoot and be damned to you!’ and well you know it. Why don’t you meet us in fair fight, you damned cow­ards, in­stead of us­ing such dev­il’s tricks?”

			“ ’Cos we ain’t so bloody-minded as the good King’s bo’sun,” answered Hell­spite in a pip­ing voice, which drew forth a great laugh from the dev­ils.

			One of the sea­men, con­sid­er­ing that all eyes were now upon the bo’sun, leaped from the ditch and made a rush for Hell­spite with his na­ked cut­lass. Five or six pis­tols cracked be­hind him and over he fell, face down­ward in the road. Every shot had taken ef­fect: he was dead.

			“Oh, do keep your little heads, you silly King’s men!” wailed Hell­spite, “for look how we’ve spoiled that nice little man. He’s no use now to fight the French, no use at all. Oh, what a pity, what a pity, what a pity!”

			Again came the cry of the cur­lew, sev­en times.

			“Now, then, those weapons!” ordered Hell­spite sharply, “and if they don’t come along quick we’ll put this cap­tain out of ser­vice along with his man there.”

			There was noth­ing for it but to obey. They were in the demons’ power. The sail­ors had found that the smug­glers were good shots and that they meant busi­ness. No, there was noth­ing for it but to hand over their arms to the bo’sun, who with bad grace laid them upon the road­way, whence they were picked up by the jack-o’-lan­terns, who bore them in­to the barn.

			“Now, then, my fine fel­lows,” said Hell­spite, “we’ll plump this ’ere cap­tain on the road. You will pick him up if you want him and take him home to bed, for the dawn ain’t far off, and as the wool packs are safe and away, we’ll bid you good re­pose.”

			The cap­tain was ac­cord­ingly lif­ted from the don­key and laid upon the road. The sail­ors were filed up around him, and con­duc­ted in­glori­ously back to the vicar­age barn. Three dev­ils, hav­ing been told off for the pur­pose, bore away the body of the dead sea­man, so that be­fore the dawn lit up the Marsh there was no sign of smug­glers any­where, and Jerry Jerk, after dis­rob­ing with the oth­ers at the coffin shop, was packed off home to bed by Beelze­bub, where, without dis­turb­ing his grand­par­ents, he fell im­me­di­ately to sleep, and dreamed his whole ad­ven­ture over again.

			Just as the dawn was break­ing Mipps was re­turn­ing from the vicar­age barn, where he had de­pos­ited a bundle of weapons out­side the door, when he saw a yel­low-faced man creep­ing along the field by the church­yard wall. As he watched the fig­ure dis­ap­pear in­to a deep dyke he muttered: “I won­der if that there thing is real or un­real? I won­der if he did get off that reef in his body? If he did, what the blarsted hell’s he find­in’ to live upon? and if he ain’t—well, God help one of us in this ’ere place!” And he scur­ried back to the coffin shop like a sneak­ing rat.

		
	
		
			
				XXIX

				Cap­tain Colly­er En­ter­tains an At­tor­ney from Rye

			
			It was some­thing of a dif­fi­cult po­s­i­tion which Cap­tain Colly­er was called upon to face. That he had cut a ri­dicu­lous fig­ure no one was more con­scious than him­self, and be­ing made ab­surd be­fore his own men made the situ­ation doubly dif­fi­cult. But Cap­tain Colly­er pre­served his dig­nity in a most mer­it­ori­ous man­ner.

			When the smug­glers had gone and the bo’sun had freed him from his bonds, he stood up in the barn and ad­dressed the sail­ors: “My men,” he began, “we have been badly beaten. Without a blow you were forced to lay down your arms, which I well know must have been a hard thing for you to do. After I had giv­en the bo’sun or­ders of the night’s plan I went out to veri­fy cer­tain sus­pi­cions that I had formed against cer­tain folk upon the Marsh. I was con­grat­u­lat­ing my­self on how well I was suc­ceed­ing, when I found my­self a help­less pris­on­er in the wretches’ hands. I had walked blindly in­to a very clev­er trap. As you saw for yourselves, my captors made such a com­plete job of me that I was help­less to speak to you or give you any sign. Un­der the cir­cum­stances, I must thank the bo’sun for his gal­lant be­ha­viour. I ap­pre­ci­ate what he did, for he saved my life, al­though per­haps I could al­most find it in my heart that he had ac­ted oth­er­wise, for a good sea­man’s death is now on my hands—brave Will Rudrum, who was shot dead on the road. I also can­not find it in my heart to rep­rim­and Joe Dickin­son for his fit of laughter, be­cause nobody saw the hu­mour and dis­grace of my po­s­i­tion as much as I did my­self. But when a man’s life is for­feited all hu­mour slips away, and so it has for me and for you, I’m sure, who were Will Rudrum’s com­rades at arms. I am very thank­ful that my life has been spared for this one pur­pose—namely, of aven­ging poor Rudrum’s death—and if any­one should and can avenge him, I hold my­self to be that man. For this pur­pose I in­tend to take you all in­to my con­fid­ence. Hav­ing failed dis­mally so far, I do not wish to fail again; there­fore, listen. In the first place, we are not a strong enough body to cope with these Marsh­men. I shall there­fore de­mand a strong body of re­in­force­ments. There are red­coats at Dover and there are sea­men at Rye. To both of these towns shall I send cour­i­ers. Also at Rye there is a re­mark­able old man, a wise man, an at­tor­ney-at-law. He will meet me this very day at the Ship Inn, and will un­der­take all the leg­al points with re­gard to the ar­rests which I shall make as soon as I have gathered up a few more facts. Will Rudrum was the first to fall in a good cause, for this corner of Eng­land is a very hot­bed of en­emies to the gov­ern­ment. Bo’sun, you will serve out an ex­tra al­low­ance of rum at once, for we must drink to­geth­er.”

			The rum was served and the cap­tain raised his pan­ni­kin:

			“To the swift aven­ging of poor Will Rudrum, to the quick re­gain­ing of our dig­nity, and to the speedy hanging of his Majesty’s foes!”

			The men drank, and then Joe Dickin­son shouted: “And to our cap­tain, God bless him, and blast them as does him dirty tricks!”

			This toast was drunk greed­ily, and then the bo’sun led three cheers—three cheers which went echo­ing out of the old barn across the Marsh with a strength that made many a smug­gler turn in his bed un­eas­ily.

			When they opened the barn door at day­break to let the cap­tain go forth, they found there a neat pile of weapons: his Majesty’s pis­tols and his Majesty’s cut­lasses were all re­turned.

			“Aye, but there’s some hon­our amongst thieves, sir!” ex­claimed the bo’sun.

			“Dev­il a bit of it!” said the cap­tain. “The ras­cals know that we can soon get sub­sti­tutes, and they’ve no wish to have such tell­tale things dis­covered on their premises. There’s more good sense than hon­our in it, I’m think­ing, Job Mal­let.”

			At ten o’clock that morn­ing a coach rolled up to the door of the Ship Inn and out stepped Ant­ony Whyl­lie, Esq., at­tor­ney-at-law from Rye, a man of sixty-five years, but up­right and alert as any young man. He was at­tired in a bottle-green coat, black sat­in breeches, silk stock­ings, sil­ver-buckled shoes, and fault­less lin­en. His gray wig, tied con­cisely with a black rib­bon, com­pleted a true pic­ture of the law: a man to de­sire for one’s de­fence, a man to dread for one’s ac­cus­a­tion.

			The cap­tain re­ceived him at the door of the inn and con­duc­ted him to the pri­vacy of his own bed­cham­ber.

			There he un­burdened his mind to the law­yer, stat­ing all his sus­pi­cions and clearly show­ing how he had ar­rived at them. By the end of the morn­ing they thor­oughly un­der­stood each oth­er, the law­yer re­turn­ing by coach to Rye with or­ders to the gov­ernor of the castle to pre­pare ac­com­mod­a­tion for a large num­ber of pris­on­ers and to see to it that there were chains enough to hang ’em to. But, strange to re­late, that law­yer in bottle green nev­er reached the little town of Rye, for his coach stopped at a cer­tain farm­house bey­ond Rom­ney. Here he alighted to make room for an­oth­er law­yer, a real law­yer, a man of sixty-five, who had left Rye that very morn­ing to con­sult with a cer­tain Cap­tain Colly­er resid­ing at the Ship Inn, Dymchurch. This law­yer had, need­less to say, nev­er ar­rived at Dymchurch. For at a lonely spot on the road out­side Rom­ney a strong body of men had awaited the ar­rival of his coach. While two or three of them re­moved the driver from his box to the farm­house, where they speedily made him drunk, two or three oth­ers had entered the coach, se­curely gagged and blind­folded the oc­cu­pant, and con­veyed him also to the house, the coach im­me­di­ately pro­ceed­ing to Dymchurch with an­oth­er coach­man and an­oth­er law­yer, a man in a bottle-green coat.

			The blind­folded law­yer had been scared out of all know­ledge, es­pe­cially by the sound of the voice of a cer­tain man known as the Scare­crow. This ter­rible ruf­fi­an had told the law­yer that if on re­turn­ing to Rye he breathed a word of what had happened they would most cer­tainly catch him again and do away with him, adding that there was no place more con­veni­ent than Rom­ney Marsh for the hid­ing of a body. So with the ex­cep­tion of telling his aw­ful ex­per­i­ence to his wife, whom he feared nearly as greatly as he feared the Scare­crow, Ant­ony Whyl­lie, at­tor­ney-at-law, held his tongue, be­ing only thank­ful that the ras­cals had let him off so eas­ily. The coach­man, who was so muddled with drink and with fall­ing off his box at least a dozen times on the way back, nev­er even re­membered what had happened or to whose kind of­fices he was in­debted for the priv­ilege of be­com­ing so glor­i­ously drunk. So the af­fair passed un­heeded by the pub­lic, and the gen­tle­man in bottle green, hav­ing changed his clothes, might that very af­ter­noon have been seen go­ing to­ward the church of Dymchurch. Down in­to the crypt he went, and there, at a dirty table lighted by a candle set in a bottle’s neck, he aided two oth­er men to work out cer­tain ac­counts that were spread be­fore them in a book marked “Par­ish Re­gister of Deaths.” But there were no deaths re­gistered in that book. It was full of fig­ures ac­count­ing for car­goes of wool, full of re­ceipts for coffins loaded with spir­its.

			Sex­ton Mipps and the gen­tle­man who had worn the bottle-green coat then un­locked an old chest and took out cer­tain money bags which they emp­tied on the table. The third gen­tle­man, whom they ad­dressed as the Scare­crow, helped them to sort the coin, French in one pile, Eng­lish in an­oth­er, and then re­fer­ring to a list of names in the re­gister, the three man­agers of the secret bank pro­por­tioned out their ser­vants’ wages. When this was ac­com­plished the gen­tle­man who had worn the bottle-green coat presen­ted his little ac­count, which was promptly paid in golden guineas, and he left them, say­ing that he was very sorry that it was the last time that he would draw so many golden Georges from the bank.

			“Yes, the bank closes ac­counts today,” said the Scare­crow, strik­ing his name off the list, “though per­haps some day we shall open it again. Who knows?”

			“Let’s hope so,” said the oth­er, shak­ing hands with the Scare­crow and the sex­ton, “and let’s hope we meet again. Good­bye.” And he was gone, Mipps lock­ing the door be­hind him.

			“It’s all right to a penny,” said the Scare­crow.

			“Hoo­ray! I calls it,” chuckled Sex­ton Mipps, rub­bing his hands to­geth­er. “I’ll get this little lot of coin­age nailed up in a coffin and sent to Cal­ais, and old What’s-his-name wot’s just gone up the stairs has ar­ranged with the Cal­ais people to get it trans­ferred to the Bank of Ly­ons, so you can get at it your­self from Mar­seilles, can’t you?”

			“Yes, we’re all square now. Everything ship­shape. Moth­er Wag­getts I’ve settled with, and Imo­gene gets the iron-bound cas­ket. I’ve seen to it all. But it’s time I was off. I’ve a cer­tain gen­tle­man to see be­fore night­fall.”

			“Who’s that?” asked Mipps.

			“The squire,” replied the Scare­crow, laugh­ing as he tied up the money bags.

			“And I have a gen­tle­man to vis­it, too,” said Mipps.

			“Who’s that?” asked the Scare­crow.

			“Par­son Syn, Doc­tor Syn, the worthy vicar,” replied Mipps, wink­ing, at which the Scare­crow laughed and went out of the crypt.

			Mipps, after lock­ing up the money in the chest, fol­lowed leis­urely, and as he crossed the church­yard he saw Doc­tor Syn ringing the front door bell of the court­house.

			“Well,” mur­mured Mipps to him­self, “I’ve met one or two of ’em in my time, but he’s a blinkin’ mar­vel.”

		
	
		
			
				XXX

				Doc­tor Syn Has a “Call”

			
			“Do you mean to say that you’re go­ing to leave Dymchurch?”

			The squire was pos­it­ively angry, a thing he had nev­er been with Doc­tor Syn in all the years that he had known him. “You are un­doubtedly pulling my leg—that’s what you’re do­ing. God bless my soul, sir, there’s pre­cious few fel­lows can do that, and pre­cious few that dare try; but that’s what you’re do­ing, isn’t it?”

			“I’m afraid not, Sir Ant­ony. My dear squire, my good friend, I am afraid that for once in my life I am most dread­fully in earn­est.”

			“But what don’t you like about the place? Is it some­thing I’ve done? Do you want your sti­pend raised? Damme, I’ll treble the blessed thing, if it’s that. Oh, it’s that ras­cally son of mine that’s been put­ting you out. It’s that Denis scamp, who nev­er took to his books and nev­er will. But I’ll make him. I’ll take my rid­ing whip to the young whelp if he causes you pain. It is he! He’s at the bot­tom of it. My soul and body, I’ll give the young puppy a shak­ing up. He doesn’t know a good tu­tor when he sees one. The im­per­tin­ent young pop­in­jay! Doesn’t ap­pre­ci­ate any­thing. No! God bless my soul, why he’s no more re­spect for me than a five-barred gate. He’s al­ways do­ing some­thing to jar me. Why, do you know, that the cool-faced young mal­efact­or an­nounced the oth­er day in the most in­solent man­ner that he was go­ing to marry a bar­maid? Yes, I as­sure you he did. He an­nounced to me, sir, in the most con­des­cend­ing tones, as if he were con­fer­ring an in­es­tim­able fa­vour upon my head, that he thought I ran a very good chance of hav­ing that girl Imo­gene for my daugh­ter-in-law. You know Imo­gene, that serves and waits and does in­nu­mer­able dirty jobs at the Ship Inn; and when I ex­pos­tu­lated in fath­erly tones, why, bless me, if the young spit­fire didn’t fly in­to a pas­sion, cry­ing out that it was high time one of the Cob­trees in­tro­duced some good looks in­to the fam­ily. Said that to me, mind you—his nat­ur­al fath­er that brought him in­to the world. I told him that, used those very words, and what does he do but be­gin to bow and scrape and praise and thank me for bring­ing him in­to the world at the same peri­od as that black-haired bar­girl, just as if his moth­er and I had timed the thing to a nicety! Why, when I come to think of it, she’s the daugh­ter of a com­mon pir­ate, that ras­cally, scoun­drelly Clegg, who was hanged at Rye. Isn’t she now? And she’s to be my daugh­ter-in-law! Now, Doc­tor Syn, in the name of Rom­ney Marsh, what the dev­il—I say, what the dev­il would you do if you had a son like that to deal with?”

			The squire ab­so­lutely had to stop for breath, and Doc­tor Syn, who had been vainly try­ing to get a word in edge­wise, replied: “Well, sir, I should can­didly con­fess that my son was a lucky dog if he suc­ceeded in get­ting her, and which, I should very much doubt. In fact, were I in your place, I should go so far as to bet my wig that he would nev­er win the girl. I’m very fond of Denis, de­voted to him in fact, but I’m afraid he’ll have a great dif­fi­culty in mar­ry­ing Imo­gene.”

			“I should damn well bet my eyes he will, sir! I need none to tell me that. Dif­fi­culty in mar­ry­ing her? Aye, that he will. My son will marry po­s­i­tion, sir—money, sir—and if beauty comes along of it, well, then, beauty, sir, and all the bet­ter for my son, sir.”

			“And provided of course that the lady is will­ing,” put in the vicar.

			“Will­ing? What minx wouldn’t be only too damned will­ing to marry my son—old Cob­tree’s son; and not so old either, sir, eh? Why, any wo­man would jump at the chance! And as for a bar­girl, the daugh­ter of a dirty pir­ate hanged in that silly con­ceited little town of Rye, why, pooh-pooh, my dear Doc­tor! Laugh­able!”

			“Well, I think dif­fer­ently in this case, Squire,” said the Doc­tor. “I should call Denis a lucky dog. I might even stretch a point and, at the risk of be­ing un­frocked, say a damned lucky dog if he suc­ceeded in mar­ry­ing that girl Imo­gene.”

			“What?” cried the squire.

			“Of course,” said the Doc­tor, “you mustn’t go en­tirely by what I say, be­cause I hold my­self very ser­i­ously gif­ted in the judging of at­tract­ive wo­men.”

			“And so do I, sir. I know she’s at­tract­ive. A damned fine, up­stand­ing young wo­man, and if she were even a county pau­per I might stretch a point and ac­cept her, but beauty comes last on my list.”

			“But Imo­gene pos­sesses all the oth­er ne­ces­sar­ies re­quired. Rich she is, and very rich, though she doesn’t know it, and al­though her moth­er was but a dan­cer in a Raratonga gambling sa­loon, she was des­cen­ded dir­ect from an In­can prin­cess, and as you said ‘pooh-pooh’ to me, sir, why, I’ll say ‘pooh’ back, sir: ‘pooh’ to your Kentish ladies of qual­ity, for when Imo­gene comes in­to her own, why, damme, she could chuck their for­tunes on to every horse in the vil­lage steeple­chase.”

			“Is she so very wealthy—that girl at the Ship Inn? Well, per­haps I am wrong in say­ing that the match is so very un­even. Per­haps I am.”

			“Yes,” went on the vicar, “there is just the pos­sib­il­ity that it might be brought to a suc­cess­ful is­sue, though if you’ll ex­cuse my say­ing so, you are so very tact­less at times, Squire.”

			“What do you mean?” cried the squire hotly. “I am none too sure that I should care for my son to marry a bar­girl, though she were the daugh­ter of Croe­sus him­self.”

			“My dear Squire, calm your­self, I beg. As a bar­maid I ad­mit Imo­gene is be­low Denis as re­gards po­s­i­tion, but as an In­can prin­cess, why, my dear friend, she is as far su­per­i­or to the Cob­trees of the court­house as the reign­ing house of Eng­land. Why, do you know any­thing—but of course you do—of the pride, the mag­ni­fi­cence, the om­ni­po­tent splend­our pos­sessed by the In­can kings? Why, the Palace of White­hall would com­pare most un­fa­vour­ably with their scull­er­ies.”

			“No? Really?” said the squire.

			“And it’s for the wealth and for­tunes of Imo­gene that I must leave you,” went on the cler­ic—“that is, leave you for a time, you un­der­stand? For al­though I shall be­stow upon her cer­tain things of value that I hold as her guard­i­an, the bulk of her for­tune has been ly­ing idle, but now that she is grow­ing in­to wo­man­hood, it is high time I ful­filled my du­ties and lif­ted her money for her.”

			“Then she’s your ad­op­ted child, is she?” said the squire, push­ing his wig back and scratch­ing his head.

			“Well, I sup­pose that’s how it stands in a sense,” replied the Doc­tor. “When that ras­cal Clegg died he ac­tu­ally paid me a good sum of money to see that his daugh­ter was provided for, and of course I’ve kept that money for her till she came to years of dis­cre­tion. He also told me where Eng­land’s treas­ure was bur­ied, and that’s what I’m off to get.”

			“Eng­land’s treas­ure? What’s that?” asked the amazed squire.

			“Clegg was a part­ner of Eng­land, the no­tori­ous pir­ate. It is said that he killed Eng­land in a quar­rel, though noth­ing was proved of it. Any­how, Clegg was the only man who knew of the hid­ing-place, and at his death he im­par­ted the secret to me, after I had giv­en sol­emn oath upon the Bible to keep it to my­self.”

			“God bless my soul!” said the squire, leap­ing to his feet; “and do you mean to say that you’ve kept the secret all this time and not fit­ted out a ship and gone to lift it? Why, there may be mil­lions there!”

			“There are,” said Doc­tor Syn. “I’m cer­tain of that. That’s why I’ve been at pains to keep the whole mat­ter to my­self, not even telling the girl, for it will want care­ful hand­ling. Once let any­one know that I am off to lift Clegg’s treas­ure-chests, and all the dogs in Christen­dom will be nos­ing on my trail. Clegg had the same fear of this secret be­ing stolen and so com­mit­ted the ex­act lie of the is­land to my memory, and to no ar­ti­fi­cial map, but he did it so un­com­mon well that I can see point, bays, la­goons, sound­ings, and tracks just as if I had pi­loted ships there all my life.”

			“Then all this pi­ous talk of want­ing to go out as a mis­sion preach­er to the smelly blacks is simply balder­dash, and you haven’t had a ri­dicu­lous ‘call’ at all?”

			“Merely a cloak to hide my real designs.”

			“Good Lord de­liv­er us!” said the squire, push­ing his wig clean off and al­low­ing it to lie un­heeded on the floor.

			Just then there entered a ser­vant who an­nounced to the squire that the girl from the Ship Inn was out­side with a note which she de­sired to give to the squire.

			“Ask her to be so kind as to step in,” said the squire, with a touch of de­fer­ence and awakened in­terest. Imo­gene ac­cord­ingly came in­to the room. Per­fectly at ease she stood there, un­til with al­most regal grace she ac­cep­ted the chair that the squire brought for­ward. Yes, he thought the vicar was right. Her clothes were rough in­deed, but her man­ner would have sat well on an empress.

			“You have brought a note for me, I think—Imo­gene?” said the squire at last. He was ri­dicu­lously un­cer­tain wheth­er to call her Imo­gene as usu­al, or Ma­dame; in fact in his con­fu­sion he was as near as not say­ing Mis­tress Cob­tree, which would have been aw­ful. Imo­gene held out a small sealed pack­et, and looked at the fire, and so taken up was the squire with look­ing at her and think­ing of the In­can mil­lions that, if Doc­tor Syn had not shuffled his foot, he would have for­got­ten to open the let­ter at all. But the mo­ment he had, the girl, the In­can mil­lions, his an­ger against his son, the mis­sion “call” of the Doc­tor, everything was for­got­ten, for he crunched the let­ter in his hand, threw his head back, and look­ing at the ceil­ing with the most ap­palled ex­pres­sion on his face, cried out: “If there’s a God in heav­en, come down quick and wring this cap­tain’s neck!”

			“What is it?” cried the vicar.

			“Read it out!” yelled the squire, fling­ing the crumpled pa­per ball upon the table. “If you love me, read it out and tell me what to do.”

			Doc­tor Syn re­covered the note, which had bounced from the table to the floor, and when he had un­rav­elled it and smoothed it straight and flat, he read:

			
				
					“Ship Inn.

					“To Sir Ant­ony Cob­tree of the Court­house, Lev­el­ler of Marsh Scotts.

				
				“Sir: I beg to in­form you on be­half of the Brit­ish Ad­mir­alty that the per­son of Mis­ter Rash, Dymchurch school­mas­ter, has dis­ap­peared. I feel sure that there is some­body in power who is or­gan­iz­ing Rom­ney Marsh for his own ends. Some­body is run­ning wool to France, and from the clev­er or­gan­iz­a­tion of these runs, I know that some cul­tured brain is dir­ect­ing af­fairs. Your at­ti­tude of ut­ter in­dif­fer­ence forces me to sus­pect you. As Lev­el­ler of the Marsh Scotts you are in a safe place to con­trol such a scheme, and so I have taken a strong meas­ure in at­tach­ing the per­son of your son, Mis­ter Denis Cob­tree. If the body of that un­for­tu­nate school­mas­ter, dead or alive, is not pro­duced be­fore me with­in the next twenty-four hours, I shall take steps to force your hand.

				
					[Signed]

					“Cap­tain Howard Colly­er,

					“Coast Agent and Com­mis­sion­er.

					“P.S. There is a press gang at work in Rye who will ship your son to sea in twenty-four hours.”

				
			

			“Now what am I to do? Press gang at Rye! Twenty-four hours! What have I got to do with that flabby-faced school­mas­ter? Where’s he got to? How the dev­il should I know? P’raps he thinks that I have danced him off some­where. Nev­er heard of such a thing in my life. But what am I to do? That’s what I want to know! What am I to do? My poor Denis! Why, I wouldn’t have quar­relled with him if I’d known. Why has that school­mas­ter dis­ap­peared? By what in­fernal right, I say, has that in­sig­ni­fic­ant an­æm­ic louse dis­ap­peared?”

			Doc­tor Syn then briefly re­lated the bo’sun’s story of Rash’s dis­ap­pear­ance, which the squire listened to im­pa­tiently.

			“Well, sir,” the lat­ter ex­claimed at the con­clu­sion, “as far as that school­mas­ter’s con­cerned, I don’t mind if he’s roast­ing on Lu­ci­fer’s spit, for I dis­like the man, but when his dis­ap­pear­ance con­cerns the safety of my son, my God! he’s got to put in an ap­pear­ance and be quick about it. For I’ll have him routed out of his in­fernal hid­ing-place. I’ll rouse the Marsh­men and have him routed out.”

			“That’s all very well. Squire, but how?”

			“How, sir?” echoed that iras­cible gen­tle­man. “How? Do you ask me how? Well, I don’t know! How? Yes, how?”

			“That’s the ques­tion,” rue­fully re­marked Doc­tor Syn.

			“Of course it is,” re­turned the oth­er. “Well, how would you set about it your­self?”

			“I’d beat the Marsh up from bor­der to bor­der.”

			“So I will, sir, so I will!”

			“And I should get that mu­latto and hang him, for he’s a sor­cer­er, a witch­man; and I be­lieve that as long as we have such a Jo­nah’s curse among us that noth­ing will come right.”

			“I’ll do that at once. But we’ve only twenty-four hours.”

			Imo­gene stood up and looked at the squire, and in a steady voice, as if she were pro­noun­cing a def­in­ite judg­ment, she said: “It is enough for me. I will un­der­take to find your son for you, and the school­mas­ter, too.” And without wait­ing for a reply she swiftly passed out of the room.

			“But what can we do?” stammered the squire.

			“I should find that mu­latto and hang him.”

			“But I don’t care a fig about find­ing him.”

			“You must,” per­sisted the cler­ic, “for he is the cause of the trouble. Find that mu­latto, and leave the rest to Imo­gene. She has spoken, and you may be sure she’ll keep her word. But find that mu­latto!”

		
	
		
			
				XXXI

				A Cer­tain Tree Bears Fruit

			
			Jerk was kept busy all day at the Ship Inn, for Imo­gene had left her post and Mrs. Wag­getts, who ap­peared to have grave mat­ters of her own to fuss about, kept the young pot­boy in com­mand. He was sorry about this, for he was un­able to vis­it his es­tate upon the Marsh, and he was eager to view his latest pur­chase, the gal­lows. But to his great sat­is­fac­tion he heard it dis­cussed by a farm­er and a fish­er­man who sat drink­ing at the bar.

			“I tell you that there’s a gal­lows erec­ted on the Marsh nigh Little­stone Point,” the fish­er­man was say­ing. “I could see it quite plain at sun­rise when we were run­ning up on to the beach.”

			“And you say that there was a man a-hangin’ from it?” said the farm­er.

			“Aye, that’s what I said, and I thought as how you could tell me what man it was.”

			“I don’t know noth­ing,” replied the farm­er, “ex­cept that the de­mon riders was out again last night, and if what you says is right, why, they’re at their tricks again, I sup­pose.” And the farm­er gave the fish­er­man a know­ing wink. How­ever, this didn’t trouble Jerry, for the laugh was all on his side. Not con­tent with an empty scaf­fold, he had gone out the night be­fore, while Doc­tor Syn and the cap­tain had been chat­ting in the sanded par­lour, and col­lec­ted two great sacks full of dried sticks and sand, which, with the help of a few tightly knot­ted lengths of twine, he had con­ver­ted in­to the semb­lance of a man, and this same dummy he had hanged from the rusty chain. It had looked splen­did swinging there with the mist wrapped round its feet. This in­deed was play­ing hang­man’s games with a ven­geance. Im­pa­tient as he was to see the fruits of his la­bour, im­pa­tient he had to re­main, for he was not re­leased till night­fall, when Mrs. Wag­getts entered the bar with Sex­ton Mipps. Freed at last from duty, Jerry stepped out­side, pulling his hat over his eyes and tuck­ing up his col­lar, for the wind was blow­ing up for a cold night. He was leav­ing the yard with a brisk step when he no­ticed a cloaked fig­ure com­ing to meet him. It was Imo­gene.

			“Jerry,” she whispered, “who put up that gal­lows on your plot of land?”

			“It’s my gal­lows,” answered Jerk proudly. “I paid for it, and Mis­ter Mipps it was wot helped me to set it up.”

			“It’s a real one, Jerry,” the girl replied.

			“Yes, that it is—and ain’t it fine?”

			“But there’s a man, a real man hanging there.”

			At this Jerk slapped his knee with en­thu­si­asm and cried aloud: “Now by all the bar­rels of rum! if I ain’t fit to take in the dev­il his­self, wot I be­lieves is a sex­ton dressed up. For that same corpse wot you’ve seed a-danglin’ from my gal­lows tree ain’t a corpse at all, but sticks, sand, and sacks wot I in­ven­ted to look like one.”

			“Are you sure, Jerry?” said the girl.

			“I’m a-goin’ out there my­self now; so come along and see for your­self.”

			“I’ve been there once this even­ing, Jerry.”

			“Well, come along o’ me and you shall give the old scare­crow wot’s a-swing on my gal­lows a good sharp tweak in the ribs.” So off they set through the church­yard and out over the Marsh.

			“Jerry,” whispered the girl presently, “there’s some­thing queer go­ing to hap­pen soon. Per­haps to­night. Per­haps to­mor­row night. And it’s some­thing un­com­mon queer, too.”

			“Now what makes you think that?” said Jerry, look­ing up at her.

			“I be­lieve, Jerry, that there are cer­tain tides that run from the Chan­nel round Dun­ge­ness that wash up the dead sea­men from the deep wa­ters, and all the time that they lie near shore wait­ing for the ebb to take ’em back to their old wrecked ships in the deep their spir­its come ashore and roam about us. I feel that way to­night. I can al­most smell death in the air.”

			“Well, that’s a funny no­tion,” re­marked the boy, turn­ing it over in his mind, “but I dare say you are right. After all, the sea, what does look so tidy on the top, must have lots of ugly secrets un­der­neath, and I don’t see why it shouldn’t want to wash ’em ashore once in a way. I’ve of­ten wondered my­self about the dead what moves about in­side the sea, and I thinks some­times when the high tide runs in­to the great sluice and near fills the dykes that per­haps it bur­ies things it’s sick of in the mud. P’raps it’s a-doin’ it now, and that’s wot’s giv­en you them no­tions.”

			“Per­haps it is, Jerry.”

			Now the mist was so thick that they did not get a far view of Jerk’s gal­lows; in­deed they had crossed the one-planked bridge over the dyke and half climbed Gal­lows Tree Hill be­fore they viewed it at all. But as soon as they did Jerry sprang for­ward cry­ing: “Who’s been mess­ing about with my bag o’ sticks?”

			The sack­ing had been torn, and from the slit ap­peared a hand. Jerry seized the hand and pulled. The rusty chain squeaked, and one of the rot­ten links gave, and the ghastly fruit of the gal­lows tree fell upon the young hang­man, who was borne to the ground be­neath the fall­ing weight. Imo­gene, with a cry, pulled it from him, and Jerk scrambled to his feet. Then they both looked.

			The mil­dewed sack­ing, wet with the dense mist, had severed in the fall; the threads had rent at a hun­dred points, and from the frag­ments of scattered debris the dead face of Rash looked up with pro­trud­ing eyes that stared from the blood-streaked flesh.

			Jerk’s gal­lows had borne fruit.

			For minutes they stood look­ing. The cloak had fallen from the girl’s shoulders, and the shriek­ing wind flapped in her rough dress and tore at her stream­ing hair. Jerk, with his am­bi­tions ful­filled, found him­self most un­com­fort­ably scared. For minutes neither of them spoke. They could only stare. Stare at the huddled hor­ror and listen to the jangle of the broken gib­bet chain. Sud­denly Imo­gene re­membered some­thing which brought her back to con­scious­ness, for she spoke:

			“Jerry, after see­ing that, are you afraid to re­turn to the vil­lage alone?”

			Jerry had not yet found his voice, so he shook his head.

			“Then go to the court­house and re­port what we’ve found to the squire, and tell him that Imo­gene has gone out to keep the rest of her prom­ise.”

			Jerry got her to re­peat the sen­tence again, and he watched her leap the dyke and dis­ap­pear in­to the mist, and then from be­hind the scaf­fold stepped the cap­tain.

			“You’ll do noth­ing of the kind, pot­boy,” he said, seiz­ing Jerk’s arm and lead­ing him away from the scaf­fold. “I’ve oth­er work for you to do. We’re go­ing back to the vil­lage to make our ex­per­i­ment.”

			As they stumbled across the Marsh, scram­bling the dykes that skir­ted the fields, the wind got up off shore, scat­ter­ing the mists and driv­ing them across the sea to­ward the beacons of France. Half an hour later, as the cap­tain and Hang­man Jerk ap­proached the vicar­age, a small fish­ing boat, car­ry­ing no light but much sail, raced be­fore the scream­ing wind to­ward Dun­ge­ness, and with a firm hand grasp­ing the tiller and a great heart beat­ing high, stood Imo­gene, blinded with lash­ing spray and her drenched stream­ing hair, fight­ing the cruel sea to keep her word to the squire.

		
	
		
			
				XXXII

				The Cap­tain’s Ex­per­i­ment

			
			They entered the vicar­age by the back door and found the bo’sun roast­ing chest­nuts on the bars of the kit­chen fire. There was an­oth­er man there, with his back to the door, and by his black clothes and schol­arly stoop Jerry re­cog­nized the vicar. So quietly had the cap­tain opened the door that neither of the men roast­ing chest­nuts was aware of their pres­ence. They went on roast­ing the nuts, when an as­ton­ish­ing thing happened: The vicar, in try­ing to take out a hot chest­nut from the bar, knocked three of the bo’sun’s in­to the red-hot coals, which so en­raged the bo’sun that he ad­min­istered with his fore­arm a re­sound­ing clump on the back of the cler­ic’s head. Jerry thought this a dis­tinct liberty, but the vicar only laughed, and when he turned round Jerry saw that it was Mor­gan Wal­ters dressed in an en­tire cler­ic­al suit, and not Doc­tor Syn at all.

			Mor­gan Wal­ters looked sheep­ish and un­com­fort­able when he be­held the cap­tain, but the lat­ter re­marked that his getup was mag­ni­fi­cent, and that his black hair, which had been care­fully sprinkled by the bo’sun with flour to make it gray, so nearly re­sembled that of the cler­ic, that Mor­gan Wal­ters was evid­ently in­ten­ded by Provid­ence to be a par­son, for such a cap­it­al one did he make. Thus en­cour­aged, Mor­gan Wal­ters strut­ted about the kit­chen, and the like­ness to Doc­tor Syn (for he was of the same build and Doc­tor Syn had al­ways the sail­or’s rolling gait) was so per­fect that Jerk began to laugh, but was speedily hushed by the cap­tain.

			“Now re­mem­ber, Wal­ters,” the cap­tain said, “there’s no danger in this if you do ex­actly as I told you, but you will have to be spry, of course.”

			“If he sticks me, then I de­serves to be stuck,” replied Mor­gan Wal­ters. “I’ve been Aunt Sally at the county fairs afore now, and nev­er got whacked, not once. I al­ways could bob down in time in those days, and I didn’t have no bo’sun’s whistle to help me.”

			And then began the cap­tain’s ex­per­i­ment, a most curi­ous game, and, in spite of its tra­gic pur­pose, a hu­mor­ous game it was.

			The bo’sun, whistle in mouth, was hid­den in the little front garden; the cap­tain and Jerk crouched in the corner of the room of which the win­dow had no view; while Mor­gan Wal­ters, in all points re­sem­bling Doc­tor Syn, sat read­ing in the ingle seat by the fire—sat read­ing a book with his back to the win­dow, from which the shut­ters had been thrown open and the broken case­ment set ajar. It was a weird oc­ca­sion: the cap­tain crouch­ing down in the corner hold­ing on to young Jerk with a warn­ing hand, the bo’sun with his whistle hid­den in the garden, and the fire­light aided by one candle upon the table throw­ing the two waver­ing shad­ows of the pseudo par­son upon the white­washed wall. Jerk could hardly per­suade him­self that it was not the Doc­tor, so clev­er was the rig-out of Mor­gan Wal­ters, and he could hardly for­bear let­ting out a laugh as the crafty sea­man kept turn­ing the pages of the book. But he had ample time to con­trol him­self be­fore any­thing happened; in­deed, a whole hour he had to wait—an hour which seemed a life­time; and then the oc­cur­rence was swift and ter­rible.

			A shrill whistle soun­ded from the garden; down went Mor­gan Wal­ters’s head; and with a thud which broke the sur­round­ing wall plaster in­to a thou­sand powdery cracks, a great har­poon trembled in the wall, ex­actly one foot above the settle.

			“Gone!” shouted the bo’sun from the garden, and he im­me­di­ately tumbled up through the win­dow, clos­ing the shut­ters be­hind him.

			“Well, sir,” said Mor­gan Wal­ters, “it wasn’t the duck­ing I minded when it came to it, but the wait­ing wasn’t pleas­ant.”

			“You did well, my man,” said the cap­tain. “And now, pot­boy, after that little ex­per­i­ment I’ll know how to pro­ceed, how to pre­scribe like an ana­lyz­ing apo­thecary, so, as it’s Sunday to­mor­row, which ain’t far off now, we’ll get back to the Ship Inn, bo’sun, and you can light us there, whilst Mor­gan Wal­ters can change his clothes and get back and to sleep.”

			So they left him there, the bo’sun with a lan­tern step­ping be­fore the cap­tain and Jerk to the door of the Ship. Just as they reached the door a horse­man gal­loped up from the Hythe Road and, sa­lut­ing, asked if any could dir­ect him to Cap­tain Colly­er. As soon as the cap­tain had made him­self known, Jerk saw the rider hand the cap­tain a blue pa­per, which the lat­ter put care­fully in­to his pock­et. Then he led the rider and the bo’sun in­to the sanded par­lour and gave them drinks, after which he went home to bed and slept sound.

			But back in the vicar­age, just as Mor­gan Wal­ters was about to di­vest him­self of his ec­cle­si­ast­ic­al robes, Mr. Mipps entered with a loaded blun­der­buss and re­ques­ted him to turn round, hold his hands above his head, and pre­cede him to the coffin shop at the farther end of the vil­lage.

			Doc­tor Syn slept at the court­house, for he did not in­tend to go to the vicar­age any more at night. He had a dread of that sit­ting-room of his. The hor­rible whirr­ing of a cer­tain weapon bor­ing a hole through the shut­ter was still in his ears, and he could see a ter­rible eye, mag­ni­fied by the bottle glass of the case­ment, look­ing in at him from the dark­ness. No, he had had enough of that room, he told him­self, and so he wel­comed the squire’s in­vit­a­tion to pass the night in the court­house. Com­plain­ing of fa­tigue, he went to his room, but the squire sat up late won­der­ing how Imo­gene was faring, and wheth­er or no she would suc­ceed in res­cuing his son, and how in the world she was set­ting about it. About two o’clock in the morn­ing he de­tec­ted a smell of burn­ing. He went up­stairs. The smell seemed to be com­ing from the room as­signed to Doc­tor Syn, but there was only the fire­light show­ing un­der the door, so think­ing that the Doc­tor was asleep, he put his eye to the key­hole. But the Doc­tor was not asleep. He was dressed in shirt and breeches, and the sleeves of the shirt were turned up. He was stand­ing by the fire­place with a red-hot poker in his hand, look­ing at a seared mark upon his fore­arm.

			“What the dev­il’s he burn­ing his arm for?” thought the squire. Doc­tor Syn then began to whistle un­der his breath; to whistle that old tune the words of which the squire knew so well:

			
				
					“Here’s to the feet wot have walked the plank.”
				

			

			The squire re­membered cer­tain words of the cap­tain: Clegg’s one tat­too—the pic­ture of a man walk­ing the plank, ex­ecuted badly upon his fore­arm. “Good God! Was it pos­sible? No! Ri­dicu­lous!”

			An un­canny feel­ing came over the squire, and he went down­stairs quietly, without knock­ing at the Doc­tor’s door, as he had in­ten­ded—went down­stairs to the fire in the lib­rary, relit his pipe, and began to think about Doc­tor Syn.

			So when Sunday morn­ing broke, two more strange things had happened: Mor­gan Wal­ters, for one thing, had dis­ap­peared, par­son’s clothes and all, and Doc­tor Syn, on go­ing to the vicar­age, dis­covered a new ugly gash in the plaster of the wall, and he felt in­deed thank­ful that he had passed the night at the court­house.

			The vil­la­gers had it an­nounced to them at the morn­ing ser­vice that, in or­der to un­der­take a great spir­itu­al mis­sion to the blacks, Doc­tor Syn was leav­ing Dymchurch that very night; leav­ing after even­song by fish­ing lug­ger which was timed to pick up a cer­tain Span­ish trader bound for Ja­maica and sail­ing upon the next day from the port of Rye. So all that Sunday af­ter­noon the vil­la­gers, with much sor­row in their hearts at the thought of los­ing their faith­ful shep­herd and good friend, pre­pared great beacons along the coast sea­wall as far as Little­stone, in or­der to light and cheer their vicar on his lonely way at night.

		
	
		
			
				XXXIII

				Ad­ven­tures in Watch­bell Street

			
			Imo­gene had got to Rye, and got there through the dev­il of a bad sea. It was Sunday morn­ing, and by the time that the church bells were ringing for mat­ins she had safely beached her boat with the help of two fish­er­men who knew her well. With these two old salts she break­fas­ted. A rude meal it was, served in a hut upon the shingle. Fish, bread, and hot broth were things that she liked, and she did cred­it to the fare, for she was hungry. She was also sorely in need of sleep, and the old fel­lows tried to per­suade her to take a nap, but she would not hear of it, for time pressed and she had much to do.

			Be­fore leav­ing Dymchurch, Mrs. Wag­getts had provided her with a case of pis­tols and a sealed pack­et of pa­pers. This pack­et she now ex­amined. It con­tained two pa­pers. It was for­tu­nate, in­deed, that Doc­tor Syn had in his char­ity taught her to read. One of the pa­pers was a let­ter of in­struc­tions telling her the easi­est way of set­ting about the res­cue of the squire’s son, and she knew the ad­vice to be sound, for the sig­na­ture bore the great name of the Scare­crow. What’s in a name, eh? More than Mr. Shakespeare gave cred­it for, be­cause as the name of Robe­s­pi­erre had car­ried ter­ror and power in France, and as the name of Na­po­leon was changed to Boney for the fright­en­ing of chil­dren by tyr­an­nic­al nurses in Eng­land, so the title of the Scare­crow bore the like qual­it­ies on Rom­ney Marsh, for it meant that the power of the smug­glers was be­hind it, and would be used to force obed­i­ence to the Scare­crow’s be­hests. Imo­gene knew, there­fore, that her pa­pers were of power, cre­den­tials that would get her a hear­ing, and the rest must be left to her own ini­ti­at­ive, her wits, and her cour­age, and to chance. Yes, if she car­ried out these or­ders to the let­ter she was pretty con­fid­ent that all would be well. She read the let­ter of in­struc­tions till she had thor­oughly mastered its con­tents, and then burned it on the buck­et of live coals out­side the hut. The oth­er let­ter she kept, for she had great need of that. It was ad­dressed to one Ant­ony Whyl­lie, at­tor­ney-at-law, Watch­bell Street, Rye, Sus­sex, and read:

			
				We find that we have fur­ther need of your help. The son of our squire is in the hands of the Rye press gang. We have ac­cord­ingly dis­patched to you one of our mes­sen­gers, a young girl upon whom no sus­pi­cions will fall. You must see to it that you and the girl suc­ceed in res­cuing the young man. If the girl re­turns without him, all we have to say to you is that it will be the worse for you both; it will also be the last of you both. We would have done well per­haps to send you more help in this dif­fi­cult ven­ture, but this we can­not do, the girl be­ing the only one of our ser­vants avail­able. How­ever, you will find in her a young wo­man of great re­source, and of high cour­age, and those qual­it­ies, ad­ded to your well-known abil­ity and cun­ning in get­ting out of dif­fi­cult corners, should en­able you to carry out our wishes for our own con­veni­ence and for the sav­ing of your life, which we pre­sume af­fords you some in­terest.

				
					[Signed]

					Scare­crow.

				
			

			With this use­ful let­ter tucked away in her blouse in com­pany with one of Mrs. Wag­getts’ pis­tols, Imo­gene, after bid­ding farewell to the two fish­er­men, struck out from the beach across the mile or so of flat coun­try that lies in front of the little rising town of Rye. It is a for­ti­fied town, an an­cient strong­hold against whose walls the sea at one time used to beat but has long since re­ceded. Her heart beat high as she looked up at the great bat­tle­ments and the quaint little houses that clustered in all shapes and sizes around them, high­er and high­er, un­til they reached the church tower, the highest point of all.

			She did not enter the town by the north gate, but skir­ted the wall and as­cen­ded the long ir­reg­u­lar step-way that rises from the river wharf—a long lad­der of stone that climbs the sur­face of rock zig­zag till you find your­self at the top of the wall and stand­ing upon the cobbled road­way of Watch­bell Street—a thor­ough­fare made green with moss and with rank grass and rendered vastly at­tract­ive by the pic­tur­esque houses that flank its little pave­ments. To one of these little houses Imo­gene made her way, a little white house with a quaint little white front door. She pulled the brass chain, and in re­sponse to the bell a serving-maid an­nounced that Mr. Whyl­lie was not then at home, hav­ing gone to church with his wife. So per­force she had to wait un­til the mas­ter and mis­tress re­turned from the morn­ing ser­vice. A quaint old lady was the wife of the starchy old law­yer. She was dressed in highly flowered bro­cades, with a curi­ous bon­net, un­der which her round little face shone out with much an­im­a­tion. A clev­er little face it was, with a queer little pursed-up mouth, and a tiny little nose with an up­ward tilt, and her eyes were lively. It was the face of a clev­er ec­cent­ric. Imo­gene saw them com­ing and gave them a pro­found cour­tesy as they drew near to their front door.

			“Lord love you, Mis­ter Whyl­lie,” the old lady ex­claimed, “and what’s the pretty wench bob­bing at us for?”

			“It may be that she would speak to you, my dear,” replied the law­yer to his wife.

			“Then why doesn’t she, sir?” answered the little lady, rais­ing her glasses and quizz­ing Imo­gene from head to foot. “A hand­some face she has. Mis­ter Whyl­lie, a hand­some face in­deed, re­fined yet rough, but then again rough yet re­fined, take it how you will, but Lord love you again, Mis­ter Whyl­lie, she has pos­it­ively the most ob­nox­ious clothes you could wish for to meet, and no shoes, neither has she stock­ings, sir, but shapely legs, sir, good legs in­deed, though you need not em­bar­rass the child by quizz­ing them, Mis­ter Whyl­lie.”

			Mr. Whyl­lie looked away awk­wardly and, rais­ing his hat, in­quired wheth­er Imo­gene wished to speak to them.

			“I have come to speak to you, sir, on most grave busi­ness.”

			“To do with one of my cases, I sup­pose,” he answered, by way of ex­plan­a­tion, to his wife, for he had no wish that she should sus­pect him of hav­ing any deal­ings with such a hand­some wench.

			“Which case?” snapped the sus­pi­cious little wife.

			“Well, really, now, I can­not say off hand,” faltered the law­yer. “Prob­ably the Apple­dore land claims, but I wouldn’t swear to it, for it could quite equally be some­thing to do with the Can­ver squabble. In fact, more likely to be, quite likely to be. Prob­ably is, prob­ably is. It might so very well be that, mightn’t it, my love?”

			“Yes, and it might not be that,” re­turned his wife with scorn. “Why don’t you ask the girl if you want to know, in­stead of stand­ing there like the town idi­ot? Be­ing a law­yer, I nat­ur­ally sup­pose you to have a tongue in your head.”

			“I have, my dear,” ex­claimed the law­yer des­per­ately, “but dang it, ma’am, you will not let me wag it.”

			“You blas­phem­ous hor­ror!” screamed the lady, sweep­ing past him in­to the house, for the serving-maid was hold­ing the front door open for them.

			It was, by the way, a good thing for Ant­ony Whyl­lie that his house was situ­ated in a quiet corner of Watch­bell Street, a very good thing, for these sud­den squalls would re­peatedly burst from his wife, re­gard­less al­to­geth­er of pub­li­city.

			With a sigh the at­tor­ney begged Imo­gene to fol­low him, and led the way in­to a little break­fast-room whose lat­ticed win­dows looked out upon the street. It was a pan­elled room, but the pan­els were enamelled with white paint, which gave to the place a most cheer­ful as­pect. Upon each pan­el hung a ma­hogany framed sil­hou­ette por­trait of some worthy re­l­at­ive and over each pan­el was hung a brass spoon or brazen chest­nut roast­er, each one pol­ished like gold and af­ford­ing a bright con­trast to the black por­traits be­low, which stood out so very severely against the white pan­el­ling. There was in one corner of the room an em­bras­ure filled with shelves, the shelves in their turn be­ing filled with china. A round ma­hogany table, ma­hogany chairs, and a her­ald­ic man­tel­piece made up the rest of the fur­niture of this al­to­geth­er de­light­ful little room in­to which Imo­gene fol­lowed the law­yer, who placed a chair for her and shut the door. He then sat down by the fire and awaited her pleas­ure to ad­dress him. Imo­gene handed him the pa­per which had been pre­pared for her, and as he began to read she drew the sil­ver pis­tol from her blouse and held it ready be­neath a fold of her dress. That the law­yer was greatly startled was only too plain, for as he read the let­ter he turned a ter­ribly pal­lid col­our in the face.

			“God bless me! but it’s mon­strous,” he said, start­ing up, with his eyes still on the pa­per. “Not con­tent with hold­ing up my coach, com­mand­eer­ing my horses, and mak­ing me look ex­tremely ri­dicu­lous, they now force me, a law­yer, an hon­est law­yer, to break those very laws that I have sworn to de­fend. It’s mon­strous! Ut­terly mon­strous! What am I to do? What can I do? My wife must know of this! My wife must read this let­ter,” and ac­cord­ingly he took a step to­ward the door. But Imo­gene was too quick for him. With her back against it and the pis­tol lev­elled at his head, the law­yer was en­tirely non­plussed.

			“If you please, sir,” she said, “I had or­ders that you were not to leave the room, in­deed that you were not to leave my sight, un­til I was quite sat­is­fied that you would carry out the Scare­crow’s or­ders.”

			“No, really?” ex­claimed the law­yer.

			“Yes, in­deed, sir,” replied the girl, and then ad­ded in a frightened voice: “If you dis­obey the Scare­crow, it is just as well that I should shoot you here, for all the chance you will have to get away from the pen­alty, and for my­self—well, the con­sequences would be as fatal to me in either case, so you see if you do not help me by obey­ing the let­ter you will not only be killing your­self but me, too.”

			The law­yer looked blankly at Imo­gene, and then, re­treat­ing from the close and un­pleas­ant prox­im­ity of the pis­tol, sank in­to his arm­chair.

			“Put it down, girl! Put that pis­tol down for heav­en’s sake, for how can I think whilst I am be­ing made a tar­get of?”

			Imo­gene lowered the weapon.

			“I really don’t know what to say,” went on the wretched old man. “I am en­tirely fogged out of all vis­ion. Muddled, muddled—en­tirely muddled. I wish you would let my wife come in. Oh, how I do wish you would! Whatever her faults may be, she is really most ex­cel­lent at think­ing out dif­fi­culties of this kind. In fact, I must con­fess that she does all my think­ing work for me. Wo­men some­times, you know, have most ex­cel­lent brains—quick brains. They have, you know. Really they have. Quick tongues, too. My wife has. Oh, yes, really, you know, she’s got both, and the tongue part of her is de­veloped to a most as­ton­ish­ing de­gree. But give her her due. Give her her due. So’s her brain. So’s her brain. A most clev­er brain—most clev­er. Very quick; ex­cep­tion­ally alert. As clev­er as a man, really she is. In fact, she’s ab­so­lutely cleverer than most. She’s cleverer than me. Oh, yes, she is. I con­fess it. I’m not con­ceited. Why, she does all my work for me—so there you are. It proves it, don’t it? Writes all my speeches for me. Really, you know, I am ut­terly use­less without her. She guides me—ab­so­lutely guides me, she does. Why, alone I’m hope­less. How on earth do you sup­pose that I can get a young man out of the hands of the Rye press gang? They’re the most des­per­ate of ruf­fi­ans. The most des­per­ate set of good-for-noughts that you could pos­sibly wish to meet.”

			The handle of the door turned sud­denly, but Imo­gene’s foot was not eas­ily shif­ted.

			“There’s some­thing in the way of the door, you clumsy clod­hop­per!” called the voice of Mrs. Whyl­lie from out­side.

			“I know there is, my love,” faltered the hus­band, and then to Imo­gene he said: “Oh, please let her come in. She will be quiet, I’m sure.” Then in a louder tone: “You will be quiet, won’t you, my love?”

			“Ant­ony,” called the voice of the spouse, “are you ad­dress­ing your­self to that hand­some girl? Are you call­ing her your love?” Then in a tone of doom: “Wait till I get in!”

			“Oh, dear, oh, dear, she’s mis­un­der­stand­ing me again. Don’t let her come in now, for heav­en’s sake!” But Imo­gene had already opened the door and in had burst the little lady, and without heed­ing Imo­gene she rushed across the room and ad­min­istered with her mittened hand a very re­sound­ing and sound box upon her hus­band’s ear.

			“Now per­haps you will be­have your­self like a re­spect­able mar­ried man, like an old fo­gey that you are, like everything in fact that you ought to be, but aren’t and nev­er will be! Will you be­have your­self now, you truly ter­rible old man?”

			“Cer­tainly, my love,” meekly replied the law­yer, “but do look at this young lady.”

			“Sakes alive!” she ex­claimed when she did look at Imo­gene, “for if she hasn’t got a pis­tol in her hand, you’re no fool, Ant­ony!”

			“She has got a pis­tol in her hand, my love, and I’ll not only be a fool, but a dead fool, if you don’t find some way out of the dif­fi­culty.”

			“And what is the dif­fi­culty, pray?” she asked, look­ing from her ter­ri­fied hus­band to the ex­traordin­ary girl. “Oh, keep that pis­tol down, will you, my dear? for there is no im­me­di­ate danger of my eat­ing you. Just be­cause I keep this fool of a hus­band of mine in his place, you mustn’t think me an ut­ter virago.”

			“I am afraid it is me that you will be think­ing a virago,” answered the girl, still feign­ing fear in her voice, “but in­deed I can­not help my­self. This un­pleas­ant situ­ation has been forced upon me.”

			But the old lady cut in again with: “I be­seech you both to cease mak­ing me­lo­dra­mat­ic idi­ots of yourselves and tell me calmly and clearly what all this to-do is about. Now, Ant­ony, speak up and tell me all about it. Come along, sir, make haste and tell me if you have any ideas left in that silly head of yours. No doubt you’ve been get­ting your­self in­to an­oth­er pretty mess. Isn’t it enough for you that you go out, sir, a-driv­ing and get robbed of your coach and cattle? I should really have thought that had been quite enough to keep you out of mis­chief for a day or two. But no! Here you are in trouble again. No doubt you have quite for­got­ten the little lec­ture I read to you upon that oc­ca­sion?”

			“No, my dear, I can­not for­get it, I as­sure you. It is still very vivid to me, I prom­ise you.” For in­deed the little old man was still very con­scious of a strange feel­ing of slip­pers whenev­er he chanced to sit down.

			“Oh, yes, you have for­got­ten it,” went on the ir­re­press­ible lady. “You must have done so. Now tell me what on earth have you been do­ing to make this hand­some girl be­have in such a ri­dicu­lous fash­ion?”

			With one hand still rub­bing his boxed ear and with the oth­er hold­ing out to his wife the ter­rible let­ter, the law­yer ex­plained as co­her­ently as pos­sible the whole situ­ation. He told the facts in a tim­id voice, for he was greatly troubled as to how his wife would take it, but her man­ner was the most shock­ing sur­prise to him, it was so en­tirely dif­fer­ent from any­thing he might have ex­pec­ted, for when she heard about the press gang, she clapped her little mit­tens to­geth­er, and, laugh­ing aloud, urged her hus­band to go on with the tale which she found the most re­fresh­ing she had heard for a month of Sundays, and at the con­clu­sion she gave way to the most ex­traordin­ary capers of ex­cite­ment, lit­er­ally trip­ping round and round the table, ex­claim­ing that noth­ing could have been more for­tu­nate. “La, sir,” she cried, “this little af­fair is truly a God­send to me.”

			“In whatever way?” asked the amazed law­yer.

			“Why, you dis­pro­por­tion­ate dullard! Who is head of the press gang, eh? An­swer me that now, and you’ve got it.”

			“Cap­tain Tuffton, isn’t it, my love?” said the law­yer.

			“Cap­tain Tuffton, of course it is,” said his wife. “Cap­tain Tuffton of a truth. That in­suf­fer­able cox­comb, that at­ro­ciously ob­nox­ious scent-smelling prof­lig­ate on whom I shall now be able to pay off old scores.”

			“Old scores, my love? Old scores?”

			“La, sir, have you ut­terly for­got­ten how he snubbed me at Lady Rivers’s card party and again at his lord­ship’s wa­ter pic­nic? Has that slipped your memory, too? How he got that ap­pallingly painted be­som of a Parisi­an act­ress to im­it­ate me to my face? Lord love you, Mis­ter Whyl­lie, I have long sworn to get even with that young idi­ot. Why, it was only this morn­ing that I was puzz­ling out a thou­sand schemes all through church for his un­do­ing, and here comes a dir­ect an­swer to my pray­ers, and you seem to have covered your­self with the blues about it. Why, Mis­ter Whyl­lie, here is not only a chance to humble him to the dust, but a most ad­mir­able oc­ca­sion for his dis­grace as well.”

			“I am truly glad to hear you say so,” was the hus­band’s com­ment. “But I’m danged if I can see how you are to set about it.”

			“Through the help of this girl here, stu­pid, and by the be­witch­ing charms of your hand­some niece from In­dia, who has re­turned to Eng­land with her large for­tune in­her­ited from the Brit­ish East In­dia Com­pany.”

			The law­yer stared at his wife blankly, then genu­ine con­cern for that lady’s health get­ting the bet­ter of his amazement, he said: “Can I fetch you your salts or any­thing, my love? Your pounce box or your vinai­grette? for I de­clare that you are wan­der­ing in your mind, my poor dear. I nev­er had a niece in all my life, my love, and as for the Brit­ish East In­dia Com­pany—well, I have heard of it, of course, but little else in­deed—very little else.”

			“Well, for today you will have to know a good deal about it,” said Mrs. Whyl­lie, “so you had bet­ter step in­to the lib­rary and read up its his­tory, and as to your niece, your fa­vour­ite niece, you will please do me the fa­vour of re­mem­ber­ing that you pos­sess her, too, sir. Now, then, Mis­tress,” ad­dress­ing Imo­gene, “as soon as this hus­band of mine has taken him­self off, I’ll tell you your part in this af­fair.” Tak­ing the hint, the law­yer beat a re­treat to the lib­rary, gladly leav­ing the dif­fi­cult busi­ness in the hands of his wife. “Now, girl,” she went on when they were alone, “I sup­pose I shouldn’t be very far wrong if I sur­mised that you are head over ears in love with this young man that the press gang has taken, eh?”

			“Yes, I love him,” said the girl quietly.

			“Ah!” sighed the lady, “that’s all right, and I sup­pose I’m also not far out if I sup­pose that you would do a good deal to save him from be­ing shipped off to the wars, eh?”

			“I will do any­thing to save him from that danger,” said the girl.

			“Good!” replied the old lady. “Then come up­stairs with me.”

			Out of the room and across the little hall they went, and so up the broad white stair­case to the dearest little bed­room ima­gin­able, with a small four-pos­ted bed with chintz frills and hangings, and a dress­ing-table set with bright sil­ver or­na­ments.

			“Now this room is for you, my dear, for my hand­some niece from In­dia, you un­der­stand? And now I must ask you to change your clothes and get in­to some pretty frock or oth­er, and I must have you to know, my dear, that I have been mar­ried twice, and by my first mar­riage I must tell you, my dear, that I had a daugh­ter, a really beau­ti­ful daugh­ter. This was years ago, of course, but she was just about your age as I re­mem­ber her—By the way, what is your age, my dear?”

			“About six­teen, or I might be sev­en­teen per­haps,” said Imo­gene.

			“Ah, well, my daugh­ter was just nine­teen when she died,” went on the old lady. “She was all I had in the world, for her fath­er had died when she was quite a child. Yes, she was all that I had to love for fif­teen years, and when she was taken I was so des­per­ately lonely that in a weak mo­ment I mar­ried that fool­ish Mis­ter Whyl­lie, who is really very kind­hearted and quite a good man, but, oh! how dull! In­deed, my dear, he would nev­er have been in the po­s­i­tion he is now if I hadn’t pushed him there. You see, my dear, he hasn’t much brain. Why, he can­not boast a third of my power, but on the whole I am glad that I mar­ried him, be­cause he has giv­en me such a lot to do help­ing him de­ceive oth­er people that he isn’t a born fool. But I really must not talk such a lot, for we have a deal to do, my dear. But I must just ex­plain this: I spent a good deal of money upon pretty frocks for my daugh­ter, and, oh! how sweet she used to look in them. Well worth the money it was, my dear, to see her look so pretty. Now every one of these dresses I have kept, and kept care­fully, too. If the sweet child came back to me now, she would find all her things as well cared for, as clean, and as fresh as when she left me, for this was her room (this house be­longs to me, my dear, not to that fool down­stairs), and in these chests and in that oaken tall­boy there I have kept everything that re­minds me of my darling. See!” And tak­ing a key from a cas­ket upon the chim­neypiece she un­locked the tall oak cup­board, dis­play­ing to Imo­gene’s gaze a sight to make her stand en­tranced. The dain­ti­est dresses were there, and in the brass­bound cof­fer at the end of the bed the most costly laces and fine lin­en, and all kept sweet and pure in a strong scent of lav­ender. From these sac­red treas­ures the old lady made se­lec­tions, and by the time that the gong had soun­ded for the three o’clock din­ner, in­stead of the hand­some, dash­ing fish­er-girl, there sat be­fore the mir­ror, hav­ing the fin­ish­ing touches put to her beau­ti­ful hair, done in the height of the fash­ion then ex­ist­ing, a beau­ti­ful young girl in a gown of coun­try splend­our, jew­els glisten­ing in her hair, and a dia­mond brooch of great beauty clasped in­to a lace fichu which set off her shapely neck to great ad­vant­age.

			While she had been dress­ing the girl the old lady had with great tact got all of Imo­gene’s his­tory out of her, at least as much of it as she knew, and just be­fore they stepped from the room, as she sur­veyed her protégée with ad­mir­a­tion, she held up her little quaint face and re­ques­ted Imo­gene to kiss her, which she did.

			“And now, my dear, we will go down to din­ner, and the while we are eat­ing I will tell you ex­actly what we are to do, and,” she ad­ded with en­thu­si­asm, “if that squire’s son, whom I re­gard as a for­tu­nate young fel­low, does not marry you—well, I’ll horse­whip him my­self, aye, both him and his fath­er, and ad­opt you as my own daugh­ter, for what a re­lief it would be to have you in the house to look at, for you know, my dear, you are vastly pret­ti­er than my fool­ish Mis­ter Whyl­lie,” say­ing which she tripped lightly down the stairs fol­lowed by the dazzling Imo­gene.

			Had Imo­gene been in real­ity the old lady’s daugh­ter, re­turned to her from the dim side of the veil, she could not have been shown more kindly love and at­ten­tion. Even Mr. Whyl­lie got a happy time of it, for the little old lady was in the best of tem­pers, en­tirely at peace and light­hearted. In­deed at the con­clu­sion of the meal the law­yer found him­self pushed in­to a com­fort­able chair with a small table at his side upon which stood a fine old bottle of port, and to his ut­ter as­ton­ish­ment his wife stand­ing near with a church­warden pipe filled with to­bacco and a lighted pa­per spill all ready for him. So he also began to bless the com­ing of his niece from In­dia, wish­ing that she had been in­ven­ted soon­er and that she was go­ing to re­main in the house to the end of the pro­ver­bi­al chapter.

			Then Mrs. Whyl­lie, over a dish of tea with Imo­gene, un­fol­ded her plan of cam­paign for the res­cue of young Denis, and the man­ner in which this plan was car­ried out is set forth in a fol­low­ing chapter.

		
	
		
			
				XXXIV

				A Mil­it­ary Lady-Killer Pre­pares for Battle

			
			That in­suf­fer­able cox­comb Cap­tain Tuffton was in the act of sprink­ling his lace handker­chief with the scent that old Mrs. Whyl­lie found so at­ro­ciously ob­nox­ious when his valet entered the room with a note. The in­suf­fer­able one went on with his sprink­ling and lan­guidly in­quired who the note was from.

			“I really can­not say, sir,” re­turned the valet.

			“Can­not say?” re­peated the in­suf­fer­able, lift­ing his pen­cilled eye­brows in­to the high­er re­gions of as­ton­ish­ment. “In­deed, my good Tran­some—and you call your­self a valet, don’t you now? It is not a bill, I trust, strayed in upon the Sab­bath out of cun­ning, for I have not seen a bill these many years now, and the sight, I feel con­vinced, might up­set my stom­ach.”

			“I think, sir, that there is no valet in Europe so quick to smell out a bill or so nimble at tear­ing them up as your humble ser­vant.” Tran­some could be tre­mend­ous upon oc­ca­sions and he cer­tainly was when he ad­ded: “And un­der your liv­ery, sir, I ven­ture to sug­gest that my prac­tice of bill nos­ing has been un­lim­ited.”

			“Now, come, my good Tran­some, you dis­respect­ful dog. I’ll not have you chid­ing me, upon my soul I won’t, for I have a most damned head on me this forenoon. I gen­er­ally do get a damned bad head on me o’ Sundays. All abuzz, I de­clare, and it’s those damned ex­as­per­at­ing church bells. I nev­er met any­thing so per­sist­ent in my life. They go on, they go on, and there’s no stop­ping them, now is there? As plen­ti­ful as bills are church bells and just as tax­ing to the nerves. If ever I have to ob­lige the blas­ted Par­lia­ment by sleep­ing in it, I shall en­deav­our to keep awake to vote for the ab­ol­ish­ment of church bells.”

			“And you might, sir, at the same time do away with bills. It would be most con­veni­ent, wouldn’t it, sir?”

			“Well, I sup­pose it would. If I ever do get in, which I think ex­tremely un­likely, for which I most heart­ily thank my Maker, know­ing how un­ut­ter­ably bored I should be­come, but if ever I do get in, I will most cer­tainly ab­ol­ish bills and bells, and if there should be any oth­er little thing that you think might sens­ibly be ab­ol­ished, why, you must jog my memory, Tran­some, and jog it hard, won’t you, my dear fel­low, for you know what a memory I have? Damned bad, upon my soul it is!”

			“Ah, sir,” sighed the valet, “you will be­come a great orator, a very great orator.”

			“I might, my dear fel­low, I really might, al­though I am pos­it­ive that I shan’t, be­cause, you see, I know that I shall go most dam­nably to sleep. I shan’t be able to help my­self.”

			“You must really make an ef­fort, sir, to keep awake, for the sake of your coun­try, you really must, sir, for you will make as great a states­man as you have a sol­dier. You can­not help it, sir. Tal­ent such as yours, geni­us such as yours, is like murder, sir—it will out.”

			“No, I am a lazy good-for-nought, upon my soul I am, and a states­man I shall nev­er be­come, for even if I do get pushed in­to a seat, what shall I lay on my sleep­ing in it all the time? A pack o’ dogs, six­teen fight­ing cocks, and a blas­ted nag? Will you take me?”

			“Against what, sir?”

			“Against noth­ing, you damned, dis­respect­ful dog! Upon my hon­our, against noth­ing but my sleep­ing. What are you flash­ing that deuced sil­ver tray about for? It catches the light in a most ex­as­per­at­ing man­ner and causes the most acute suf­fer­ing to my wretched eye­sight. Have you no feel­ing at all, my good Tran­some, or have you lost it as well as your re­spect? Have you nev­er suffered the spasms of the damned? I de­clare that my poor wretched head is ex­ecut­ing pos­it­ive man­oeuvres this morn­ing. Mus­ket drill and cav­alry charges are go­ing on in­side it the whole time. Oh, dear, oh, dear! How I wish you would open that note, in­stead of flour­ish­ing it about again. You surely don’t ex­pect me to open it, do you?”

			Ac­cord­ingly the valet opened the let­ter and an­nounced to his mas­ter that it was a lady’s hand­writ­ing.

			“Then you had bet­ter give it to me,” drawled the cap­tain with a resigned air, “for if you pry in­to the con­tents of the poor thing’s soul, it will be all over the town in an hour or so, and an­oth­er wo­man’s repu­ta­tion will have dis­ap­peared. Why, Lord love us,” he ad­ded as he glanced at the note in ques­tion, “if it isn’t from that she-dragon her­self, that most ter­rible and alarm­ing Mis­sus What’sher­name, Mis­sus—Mis­sus—oh, what the dev­il is her name, eh?”

			The valet sug­ges­ted humbly that the lady in ques­tion would most prob­ably have signed her name at the end of the let­ter.

			“Oh, yes, of course, what a down­right sane fel­low you are, to be sure. Now with all my brain power I should nev­er have thought of that. Per­fectly ri­dicu­lous of me, I know, but I really shouldn’t have, you know. Ah! I re­mem­ber who the wo­man is now, without look­ing. She’s the wife of that per­fectly idi­ot­ic law­yer fel­low who al­ways fastens up his fat stom­ach in a white waist­coat a cut or two too small, but I’m blamed if I can re­mem­ber even his name, so you see we are not much near­er to it, are we now?”

			Again the valet re­peated the bril­liant sug­ges­tion of look­ing to the end of the let­ter, and the mas­ter, hav­ing gra­ciously ac­cep­ted his sug­ges­tion, an­nounced to the valet that the mys­tery was solved at last and that the name was noth­ing more nor less than Whyl­lie.

			“And I won­der what the dev­il she can want with me, Tran­some?”

			The valet again made a bril­liant sug­ges­tion that if he would take the pains to read the let­ter he would in all like­li­hood dis­cov­er. So with a very bored air the per­fumed sol­dier read the note right through, and threw it down upon the dress­ing-table with a great smile of self-com­pla­cency.

			“She de­sires me to wait upon her this af­ter­noon, my good fel­low. She wishes pos­it­ively to let by­gones be by­gones, and de­sires that I will bury all past dif­fer­ences by par­tak­ing of an hour’s hos­pit­al­ity from their house. She also states that she has a wealthy niece but just re­turned from In­dia, and she de­sires that this same niece may have the priv­ilege of meet­ing the cream of the Rye bach­el­ors. My dear fel­low, what a truly ter­rible age we do live in! I have nev­er heard of such dar­ing and un­blush­ing match­mak­ing. Well, I sup­pose it is a thing that we must ex­pect in a God­for­saken little hole of a place like this, where the avail­able bach­el­ors are few in­deed and pos­sess not the smal­lest know­ledge of how to de­cently de­port them­selves, much less their clothes.”

			“Be­sides, sir,” the valet ven­tured to re­mark, “the red cloth of the mil­it­ary has a great at­trac­tion for match­makers. It is al­ways so very re­spect­able, and it car­ries a most re­mark­able tone with it, to be sure, sir.”

			“Well, I think I will go, at all events,” went on the in­suf­fer­able, “and throw my eye over the niece, though I really can­not ex­pect much in the beauty line, for she will prob­ably be forty if she’s a day, judging by the an­cient aunt. How­ever, it will not be such bad sport lead­ing her on a bit. Have you ever prac­tised the amus­ing art of ex­cit­ing eld­erly spin­sters? If not, do, my dear fel­low, for it has its hu­mour, and, really now, hu­mour is about all that is left to us nowadays, isn’t it? Hurry up, my good fel­low! No, you dolt, I am not on duty. What do I want my sword for? Swords get most dam­nably between your legs at the wrong mo­ment. They really are pos­it­ively use­less lum­ber. I can­not think why they are not ab­ol­ished. Damned clanky things, al­ways in the wrong place, and trip­ping one up when least on one’s guard. I’ll take my cane. No, no, you pos­it­ive Ju­das, the one with the scar­let tassle of course. And my per­fume box—no, no, that’s a snuff­box. I hate snuff. You know that I al­ways en­deav­our to leave it be­hind whenev­er pos­sible, for it has a most dam­nable habit of get­ting up my nose and bring­ing on the most acute at­tacks of sneez­ing. Now my hat and—no, per­haps not the cloak. A cloak, my good fel­low, has a most an­noy­ing habit of hid­ing the curve of the waist. And I really do think that even my most bit­ter de­tract­ors must own that my waist curve is en­tirely and ab­so­lutely right. Now how are we, eh? Has the most cri­ti­cising valet in the world got any­thing to rem­edy, any­thing to sug­gest? I think we can do little else with the cravat?”

			“It would be passed by Mis­ter Brummel him­self.”

			“Then we are ready, are we? Au re­voir, there­fore, my es­tim­able friend! Keep your spir­its up, and don’t forge my name to a check in my ab­sence!” With which piece of joc­u­lar raillery Cap­tain Tuffton, the mil­it­ary lady-killer, swaggered out of the room, swinging the red-tas­selled cane, and hum­ming in well-mod­u­lated ten­or a Span­ish love song in very bad Span­ish; but that didn’t mat­ter, as nobody was any the wiser, and lit­er­ally trip­ping in­to Watch­bell Street, he ap­proached the little white front door be­hind which were wait­ing three good people, pre­par­ing a most su­perb am­bus­cade for the in­suf­fer­able cap­tain to walk in­to, an am­bus­cade that was go­ing to very ef­fec­tu­ally put an end to the mil­it­ary swag­ger of this scent-breath­ing of­ficer. He rang the bell lan­guidly, little think­ing it a toc­sin of battle and of sud­den death.

		
	
		
			
				XXXV

				Scylla or Charyb­dis

			
			Cap­tain Tuffton could cer­tainly not com­plain of his re­cep­tion, for the law­yer was pos­it­ively nervous in his en­deav­ours to please, while Mrs. Whyl­lie, in her anxi­ety to let by­gones be by­gones, pos­it­ively basked in the sun­shine of his glory, and as to Imo­gene—well, she at least had the speedy sat­is­fac­tion of know­ing that her ap­pear­ance had caused hav­oc in the heart of the lady-killer.

			“And so you are back from In­dia?” he said to the beau­ti­ful niece.

			“So it ap­pears, sir,” answered Imo­gene, with a roguish smile.

			“Ah, yes. Of course it is only too ob­vi­ous,” answered the mil­it­ary one, “for here you are, aren’t you now? It’s a beastly place out there, I sup­pose, now isn’t it? I nev­er could abide ele­phants or snakes!”

			“La, sir, then you must not ven­ture there, for they abound most vastly,” answered Imo­gene. Mrs. Whyl­lie by this time was tit­ter­ing be­hind her fan, and old Whyl­lie looked greatly troubled at the whole pro­ceed­ings.

			“A dev­il­ish cli­mate, too, for the com­plex­ion, isn’t it?” strok­ing his smooth, weak chin.

			“La, sir, in­deed if you say that, I must take it as a poor com­pli­ment to my­self.”

			“Do not mis­take me, I beg,” urged the of­ficer, “for in your case the In­di­an sun has been most gentle. He has kissed you with a light hand—er—a light mouth, in­deed. Lucky sun, lucky sun!”

			“You are be­ing vastly gentle with my com­plex­ion, sir, but I per­ceive you to be a most ac­com­plished courtier and a turn­er of beau­ti­ful com­pli­ments.”

			“Madam, I speak from my heart, I as­sure you.”

			“Who­ever heard of Cap­tain Tuffton pos­sess­ing one?” tittered Mrs. Whyl­lie.

			“You wrong me, Madam, I as­sure you,” de­clared the glor­i­ous one with con­vic­tion. “My poor heart is too large for my scar­let tu­nic, I as­sure you. It was an empty shell this morn­ing, I con­fess, but the beauty of your ac­com­plished niece, which it has been drink­ing in with rap­ture, has filled that poor re­cept­acle and made it swell and stretch with the very throes of deep emo­tion.”

			“La, sir, how pret­tily you turn the Eng­lish tongue! How the In­di­ans would ad­ore you, sir!”

			“Pooh-pooh, in­deed,” said Mrs. Whyl­lie with a great show of de­cor­um, “you must not take for gos­pel what the cap­tain says. He is a very prince of dan­dies; in­deed, he is second only to the Re­gent and Mis­ter Brummel in all man­ners of de­port­ment. I nev­er trust dan­dies my­self en­tirely.”

			“Oh, Madam, pray, pray, make me the ex­cep­tion.”

			“No, Cap­tain, for you are not only a dandy, but a sol­dier, and sol­diers are an­oth­er class I dis­trust.”

			“Ah, Madam,” lisped the of­ficer, “you are cruelty it­self.”

			“I can­not help it, my dear sir. Sol­diers are not to be trus­ted, and well you know it. They walk about with gay ap­par­el, ap­pear­ing the most gentle of creatures, but we know how dan­ger­ous they are, aye, dan­ger­ous both mor­ally and phys­ic­ally, with their minds full of most ter­rible con­quests planned against poor wo­men, and their pock­ets stuffed to the burst­ing point with ex­plos­ives and weapons.”

			“La, Madam, you are mis­taken, upon my soul. Take my case now as an ex­ample: I came here, I con­fess it, with thoughts of con­quest in my mind, but I am conquered, I am van­quished, I am beaten most dam­nably my­self. The eyes of your niece have sown my very found­a­tions with salt.”

			“In­deed, sir, that’s bit­ter!” ex­claimed Imo­gene, blush­ing.

			“And as to the be­lief that sol­diers—of­ficers, that is—are loaded with ex­plos­ives and weapons, why, pish! Madam, it is a fal­lacy, I as­sure you. We leave ex­plos­ives to the ser­geants and our weapons to our or­der­lies. It is not only most dam­nably dan­ger­ous to carry fire­arms on our per­son, but it is most dam­nably dam­aging to the set of one’s clothes. In­deed, I de­clare that the cream of the army would re­tire if car­ry­ing weapons was in­sisted upon.”

			“And you mean to say, sir, that you, a cap­tain, walk abroad in your uni­form un­armed?”

			“And with the place in­fes­ted with French spies?” ad­ded Imo­gene, shud­der­ing.

			“Why, yes, Madam, I as­sure you it is so. When I walk abroad I rely en­tirely for my per­son­al safety upon my tas­selled cane, and I ven­ture to sug­gest that I could put up a very pretty fight with it.”

			“But it would not be of much ser­vice against pis­tols, would it, Cap­tain?” asked Mrs. Whyl­lie.

			“Per­haps not, Madam, but who would want to put a pis­tol to my head?”

			“You must have many en­emies surely, Cap­tain,” sug­ges­ted the old lady, “for are you not in com­mand of the press gang?”

			“Yes, and a poor job it is for an army of­ficer,” said the sol­dier. “I take no in­terest in the sea at all, and the au­thor­it­ies are en­deav­our­ing to trans­fer me to the mar­ine ser­vice.”

			“The press gang does most cruel work, too, I hear,” went on the old lady.

			“Well, you see, that really can­not be helped. Madam. War with France is a cer­tain thing, and if our navy is not able to smash Na­po­leon on the sea—well, we shall not be able to sing ‘Rule Brit­an­nia’ any more, now shall we? And if young men won’t join the navy—well, we have to make ’em, you see, and that’s what the press gang’s for, don’t you know? If you can­not get a thing done for love, you know, you must get it done by force. Do you fol­low me?”

			“Per­fectly, my dear Cap­tain,” said Mrs. Whyl­lie. “That little max­im of yours is most ad­mir­able, I de­clare, and we shall put it to most in­stant prac­tice.” Thereupon the old lady got up from her chair and poin­ted a pis­tol at the cap­tain’s head. “And it’s most for­tu­nate, I vow, that your tas­selled cane is re­pos­ing safely in the hall.”

			“What does this mean, Madam?” spluttered the cap­tain. “Are you jok­ing?”

			“My dear niece,” said the old lady, “this ad­mir­able cap­tain really asks us if we are jok­ing.” The cap­tain turned his ter­ri­fied eyes to Imo­gene only to dis­cov­er that she also held a pis­tol at his head.

			“What is the cause of this ter­rible be­ha­viour?” he stammered.

			“You are go­ing to pay your debts, my dear Cap­tain,” said the old lady. “To pay your debts in full. You have owed me apo­lo­gies for a long time which you have taken no pains to tender to me. You made me a laugh­ing­stock in pub­lic—well, I am now go­ing to re­turn the com­pli­ment, and heav­en shield you from the scorn of your broth­er of­ficers, the an­ger of your su­per­i­ors, and the scath­ing and greedy wits of the neigh­bour­hood. I say, heav­en shield, for I shan’t. Ant­ony, my dear, get the pa­per out of the draw­er in the desk there.”

			Old Mr. Whyl­lie moved be­hind the cap­tain and went to the desk. The cap­tain moved to­ward Mrs. Whyl­lie.

			“Stay where you are!” she ordered. “If you move again I shall fire.”

			“A likely tale!” he spluttered. “You wouldn’t dare!”

			“I can eas­ily con­tra­dict you on that score,” quickly re­marked the old lady, and she pulled the trig­ger. The cap­tain fell back upon the sofa, his pale face blackened with powder, his eyes blinded with smoke, and a sharp, prick­ing sen­sa­tion in his left shoulder.

			“My God!” he cried. “You’ve hit me.”

			“And shall do so again if you give me any more trouble,” said the old lady, “and,” she ad­ded, “next time I may aim to kill,” and she took up an­oth­er pis­tol from the man­tel­piece. “You see, sir, we were quite pre­pared for you.”

			Then the law­yer set a table be­fore him with pen and ink and re­ques­ted him to sign a cer­tain pa­per that he had already drawn up. This pa­per was ad­dressed to the petty of­ficer in charge of the press gang, and com­manded that the young man of the name of Denis Cob­tree should be driv­en im­me­di­ately in a hired coach to the house of Ant­ony Whyl­lie, at­tor­ney-at-law, Watch­bell Street, who would give them fur­ther com­mands. To this pa­per Cap­tain Tuffton signed his name. In­deed, he could do noth­ing else; and a ser­vant was sent off to the castle to de­liv­er it.

			In half an hour or so the noise of a coach was heard rat­tling over the cobble­stones, and Ant­ony Whyl­lie left the room to see if Denis was safe. In the mean­time the cap­tain had signed an­oth­er pa­per de­clar­ing Denis free to re­turn over the Sus­sex bor­der in­to Kent, and this pa­per hav­ing been shown to the petty of­ficer and a guinea piece hav­ing been put in­to his dirty hand by the law­yer him­self, the seadog sa­luted re­spect­fully and swung off down Watch­bell Street whist­ling a tune. The law­yer ex­plained the situ­ation hur­riedly to Denis and then went in to take Imo­gene’s place as guard over the wretched sol­dier. But the cap­tain was suf­fer­ing acute spasms in his left shoulder, and this be­ing his first ex­per­i­ence of bul­let wounds, he was nearly un­con­scious at the hor­ror of it. So Mrs. Whyl­lie was able for a mo­ment to lower the pis­tol in or­der to kiss Imo­gene, and hav­ing re­com­men­ded her to Denis’s care, bade them urge the coach quickly out of Rye and in­to Kent.

			“Shall I change my clothes first or send them back to you?” asked Imo­gene.

			“Neither, my love,” answered the old lady, again lev­el­ling the pis­tol at Cap­tain Tuffton’s head; “for when we have packed this ri­dicu­lous sol­dier back to his place in an hour or so, I am go­ing to see to it that Mr. Whyl­lie draws up all leg­al forms for ad­opt­ing you as our daugh­ter—that is, provid­ing of course you raise no ob­jec­tion—but I shall do my­self the hon­our of call­ing upon Sir Ant­ony Cob­tree him­self with­in the week,” say­ing which she dis­missed the young people to the coach, and when the driver had re­ceived a hand­some fee from the law­yer and been prom­ised a fur­ther one if he made good pace for Dymchurch, he touched up the horses, and with great rat­tling clattered the cum­ber­some coach through the great gate of Rye and so out on the smooth high road, where the long whip cracked and the wheels began to spin. But for a whole hour the wretched cap­tain stayed a pris­on­er in the white house un­til he be­seeched the old lady to let him go home and have the sur­geon dress his wound. So at last she con­sen­ted, and an­oth­er coach hav­ing been hired, he was lif­ted in­to it and in a few mo­ments reached his rooms, where the most cri­ti­cising valet in the world pulled from his shoulder a steel pin. With the ex­cep­tion of this deep pin prick, there was no mark of a wound, as in­deed why should there have been? for Mrs. Whyl­lie had fired only a blank charge, and the old law­yer, ac­cord­ing to care­ful in­struc­tions, had got be­hind the cap­tain and dug in the pin at the cru­cial mo­ment.

			And while the valet ad­min­istered brandy as a res­tor­at­ive, a boy and a girl sat hand in hand in a great old coach which swayed and jol­ted as they dashed along the Rom­ney Road to­ward Dymchurch. Use­less, in­deed, to fol­low that coach from Rye, for the necks of the four horses were stretched in ten­sioned gal­lop, the har­ness pulling near to break­ing-point, the wheels tear­ing round the axles, and the busy driver’s long whip crack­ing like pis­tol shots above the pound­ing thun­der of the swift-fly­ing hoofs.

		
	
		
			
				XXXVI

				Hold­ing the Pul­pit

			
			Nev­er was there such a great con­greg­a­tion as upon that night in the old dim church. The news that Doc­tor Syn was to leave im­me­di­ately after the ser­vice brought every­body to bid him farewell, and Mipps had great dif­fi­culty in pack­ing them all in­to the old pews. In fact, full half an hour be­fore the vestry pray­er the pews were all choked, and late­comers began to perch them­selves upon the high oak backs. Benches were even ar­ranged across the aisles, and boys climbed up on to the win­dow ledges; in fact, every avail­able place in the church cap­able or not cap­able of sup­port­ing a hu­man be­ing was util­ized. Jerry Jerk perched him­self without ce­re­mony upon the font cov­er, much to the in­dig­na­tion of the sex­ton, who in his ca­pa­city of ver­ger tried to sig­nal him off. But Jerk, know­ing well that Mipps could not get at him over the benches that crowded the aisles, re­mained where he was. Right un­der the pul­pit, im­me­di­ately op­pos­ite to the squire’s pew, sat Cap­tain Colly­er, and two pews be­hind that some half-dozen sail­ors fumbled with hym­n­books un­der the large eyes of the bo’sun. Once Cap­tain Colly­er turned round to see if his men were there, and Jerk no­ticed the corner of a blue pa­per bul­ging from his pock­et. Doc­tor Syn con­duc­ted the ser­vice from the top box of the three-deck­er pul­pit, with Mipps be­low him care­fully fol­low­ing the print­ing on the great Pray­er Book with a dirty thumb run­ning back­ward and for­ward. Now Doc­tor Syn, al­though ap­pear­ing to the con­greg­a­tion to be wrapped up heart and soul in the farewell ser­vice, had found oc­ca­sion to no­tice two things: the blue pa­per in the cap­tain’s pock­et and the swinging lan­terns of men out­side the church. He alone could see them, for from the great height of the three-deck­er he had a good view through the win­dow, and the flashes from the lan­terns had re­vealed one im­port­ant thing: the red coats of sol­diers. The church was sur­roun­ded with sol­diers, every door was barred and every win­dow watched; and upon the face of Cap­tain Colly­er ap­peared a look of tri­umph. But none of these things hindered the ser­vice, which con­tin­ued with great spir­it. The sea salts in the choir bel­lowed the hymns louder than usu­al, al­though there was no school­mas­ter to start them off on the fiddle. The hymn be­fore the ser­mon was just fin­ish­ing. Doc­tor Syn closed the great Bible upon the red cush­ion and placed it upon the shelf be­low. The “Amen” was reached and the con­greg­a­tion clattered back in­to their seats. Then the vicar leaned over the pul­pit side and ad­dressed his flock for the last time:

			“My friends,” he began, “this is surely no oc­ca­sion for a theo­lo­gic­al dis­course. I am leav­ing you to­night, leav­ing you sud­denly, be­cause part­ings are such cruel things that I would not linger over them, and al­though I have for some months con­tem­plated this sad step, I have been at pains to keep it to my­self lest you should mis­un­der­stand my motive and look upon my leav­ing as a deser­tion. As I an­nounced this morn­ing, I am go­ing on a mis­sion to far-off lands, a mis­sion to our poor ig­nor­ant black brethren. There are so few who can give up all to this work. Most of my col­leagues are bound to their be­ne­fices by the ties of home. Be­ing a single old fel­low, with no re­l­at­ives de­pend­ent upon my in­come, I am able to vo­lun­teer my ser­vices for this grand work, well know­ing that my place here can be filled by a bet­ter man than my­self. This it is that makes me will­ing to tear my­self away from the bonds of af­fec­tion that tie me to Dymchurch, though I well know that those bonds can nev­er be loosed from my heart; and I trust that whatever my fail­ings may have been, you will some­times think of one who has loved you all. Upon an oc­ca­sion of this sort per­haps it is ex­pec­ted that I should sum up the poor res­ults of my work among you. This I really can­not bring my­self to do. What I have done, you have all seen and know, little and worth­less though it be. As your par­son I have tried to do my duty, and I fear have in great meas­ure failed. Let me, there­fore, leave that branch of my work to rest in si­lence, and speak of some­thing else, which will be of vi­tal in­terest to you all. There was much poverty and wretched­ness when I first came among you. This, I be­lieve, has been greatly al­le­vi­ated, and the man who really brought that about was not your vicar, as you all so kindly and fondly ima­gine. No; that has been the work of an­oth­er man—a man of whom I would speak, for whom I would ap­peal to your gen­er­os­ity. For you all know that one man has risked his life and repu­ta­tion in or­gan­iz­ing a great scheme of be­ne­fit to the Marsh­men. You all know of what scheme I am speak­ing; but few if any guess to what man you are in­debted. There was a man hanged at Rye whose name was Clegg.”

			“Clegg was nev­er hanged at Rye!”

			The great Bible skimmed over the side of the pul­pit and struck the cap­tain’s hand be­fore he could ut­ter an­oth­er word, and a flint-locked pis­tol clattered over the front of the pew and fell upon the stone floor. So start­lingly had this happened that the con­greg­a­tion merely heard the in­ter­rup­tion and the rap­id tear of the Bible through the air, and lo! there was Doc­tor Syn hold­ing the pul­pit with a long brass­bound pis­tol in each hand. And there was also Mr. Mipps, the sex­ton, lean­ing over his desk and point­ing a great blun­der­buss at the cap­tain’s head.

			“I must beg of you, sir, not to take the words of God out of my mouth!” The Doc­tor spoke the words in just the same tones as the rest of his ser­mon, and con­tin­ued as if noth­ing had happened—con­tin­ued his ser­mon in mild tones, with two pis­tols grin­ning over the red-cush­ioned desk.

			“There was a man hanged at Rye. His name was Clegg. So it has al­ways been be­lieved. But the real Clegg was nev­er hanged at Rye. Clegg had the laugh on the au­thor­it­ies all his life, and cer­tainly he had the laugh on them at his hanging, for he was nev­er hanged at all, al­though he was present to see the af­fair con­duc­ted all prop­erly. Oh, yes, in­deed, he was present to read the pray­ers over the man whom he had got to take his place. You see, my dear brethren, it was all so ri­dicu­lously simple. The man con­demned for the Rye tav­ern murder was one of Clegg’s own men, and, most for­tu­nate for Clegg, the ras­cal had a daugh­ter that he loved—that every­body loved. This girl would have no guard­i­an had the mur­der­er be­trayed his great cap­tain, and this is how the cap­tain saved his life: Vis­it­ing the con­demned man in pris­on, he bar­gained for his life. The mur­der­er con­fessed to the par­son that he was Clegg, and so got a pub­lic hanging, quite a big af­fair, in fact, a fu­ner­al of which a lord might well have been proud. So you see he got well paid for tak­ing Clegg’s ad­ven­tures upon his shoulders. He re­ceived the curses of the mil­it­ary and the ad­mir­a­tion of the coun­tryside as he marched with the red­coats to the scaf­fold, and the joke of it all was that the sol­emn-eyed par­son who was ex­hort­ing the poor fel­low to re­pent­ance till his body jangled in the chains was hardly able to keep back his laughter, for the idea of Clegg, the no­tori­ous pir­ate, be­ing a coun­try par­son had of course not oc­curred to any­one. Funny it cer­tainly was, al­though there were only two to en­joy the joke—my­self and my friend on the gal­lows. Funny the end was then; fun­ni­er the end will be now; for our good friend Cap­tain Colly­er, hav­ing come down here to dis­cov­er the ringlead­er of the wool-run­ning or­gan­iz­a­tion, brought with him a man, a mur­der­ous ras­cal, who was ma­rooned upon a cor­al reef many years ago. I ma­rooned that man for sedi­tion and mutiny. He was a Cuban priest and was a dan­ger­ous prac­tiser of black ma­gic, and as I didn’t choose to have such satan’s tricks aboard my God-fear­ing pir­ate ves­sel, the Imo­gene, I left him on the reef. How the man got off the reef I know not; for it was a thing im­possible to do. But get off he did, and it must have been by some hell’s trick that he man­aged it. To get him caught I forced Rash, our es­teemed school­mas­ter, whom you all ad­mire for his great work among the smug­glers here, to com­mit murder upon Sen­nacherib Pep­per, who was see­ing more upon the Marsh than was al­to­geth­er healthy for him; but when my faith­ful mur­der­er began think­ing of King’s evid­ence, I had to see that he was re­moved by the Marsh witches and done to death. I like you to know all this, be­cause I am some­thing of a vain fel­low, and I nev­er can abide people hav­ing the laugh on me, and so, my dear friend Cap­tain Colly­er, ob­lige me like a good-natured and sens­ible fel­low by hand­ing over that blue pa­per that is stick­ing out of your pock­et with my death writ­ten there­on.”

			“No. I’ll be damned—”

			“If you don’t there will be such a nasty mess for Mis­ter Mipps to clear up in that pew!”

			A man stepped from the choir and snatched the blue pa­per from the cap­tain and handed it to Doc­tor Syn.

			“Thank you, my man!” said the cler­ic, tak­ing it. “And now for my farewell. You are all of you in this church in em­in­ent per­il. The place is sur­roun­ded by red­coats who are in danger of be­ing badly hurt when the fight comes, and all in this church are in danger of me be­ing caught by the red­coats, and be­ing ob­liged to turn King’s evid­ence against you all to save my life. I should be very loath to do such a dirty thing, so you had bet­ter per­suade our friend the cap­tain to let me go quietly.”

			Doc­tor Syn de­lib­er­ately thrust both his pis­tols be­neath his black gown; at the same mo­ment the cap­tain sprang at the pul­pit, but was knocked over with a vi­ol­ent blow from the brass can­dle­stick that Doc­tor Syn had snatched from the pul­pit sock­et. The sail­ors clambered out of their pew, but were met with a vol­ley of hym­n­books and has­socks from the sea salts in the choir. One or two pis­tols flashed, and in a second the en­tire church was a writh­ing, fight­ing mass of men. The wo­men screamed and were trod­den down as the red­coats entered the west door and forced their way over the up­turned benches in the aisles. Above the con­greg­a­tion flew a shower of mis­siles—has­socks, books, hats, sticks, any­thing that could be grabbed went fly­ing through the air, and Syn leaped the pul­pit and fell upon the writh­ing mass that was fight­ing be­low.

			It took the red­coats a quarter of an hour to re­store or­der in the church, and then Mis­ter Mipps and Doc­tor Syn had dis­ap­peared.

			But al­though Colly­er was very badly cut and bruised, he was con­fid­ent, for the church had been sur­roun­ded, so he knew that the miscre­ants couldn’t es­cape. Presently a cry from the vestry rang out: “Help!” It was Mipps’s voice. Colly­er rushed the door, fol­lowed by some of his men. The re­main­ing red­coats who had been watch­ing the church were ordered in­side to help in the ar­rest. These men cried out that they had seen the Doc­tor in the vestry from the win­dow, and they were one and all eager to be in at the death.

			With­in the vestry stood Sex­ton Mipps with a blun­der­buss at the head of Doc­tor Syn, who was crouched in ter­ror at the old oak table.

			“There he is! Seize him! The dev­il! The mur­der­er! Seize him!”

			“So you’ve turned King’s evid­ence after all, have you. Mis­ter Sex­ton?”

			But Mipps only cried again: “There he is! Ain’t none of you a-goin’ to take him?”

			Cap­tain Colly­er obeyed the sex­ton and cried: “Clegg, I ar­rest you in the name of the King!” and com­ing for­ward he laid his hand upon the Doc­tor’s shoulder. But the Doc­tor did not move. The cap­tain shook him, but he did not move. Then the cap­tain put his hand upon the white hair and the hand was covered with some­thing white.

			“My God!” he cried. “He’s nailed to the table. It’s not Syn! It’s Mor­gan Wal­ters. Where’s that damned sex­ton?”

			But the sex­ton had dis­ap­peared, and Clegg had gone, and there, with three nails driv­en, one through the neck and one through each arm, driv­en right through in­to the table, lay the the­at­ric­al fig­ure of Mor­gan Wal­ters, in all points re­sem­bling Doc­tor Syn.

		
	
		
			
				XXXVII

				The Dead Man’s Throttle

			
			Then the red­coats got a bad time, for a great fight was put up by the Dymchurch men. Doc­tor Syn’s pop­ular­ity had gone up at a bound. He had gauged his audi­ence to a nicety, and had he de­clared him­self to be the Prince Re­gent he couldn’t have bettered his po­s­i­tion, for around Clegg’s name a mil­lion ro­mances had been spun, but none so ro­mantic, so dar­ing, so al­to­geth­er im­per­tin­ent as this last an­nounce­ment that he was the preach­er Syn. That the greatest pir­ate hung should have un­hanged him­self upon the pul­pit of a three-deck­er was in­deed a co­lossal piece of im­pudence, and cal­cu­lated to ap­peal to the in­ner­most hearts of the Dymchurch folk, who at this peri­od of his­tory knew more about wool-run­ning, de­mon riders, and Cal­ais cus­toms than any­thing else. Add to this the ad­mir­a­tion that they had al­ways borne to­ward Clegg, only sur­passed by their dread of him, and couple this with Doc­tor Syn’s pop­ular­ity and the Scare­crow’s in­genu­ity, not for­get­ting the re­mark in the ser­mon about King’s evid­ence, and the cler­ic’s es­cape was as­sured. For Doc­tor Syn could give evid­ence to hang them all, and al­though they thought that he was sports­man enough to hold his tongue if it came to a crisis, they didn’t like to risk it; for Clegg had proved him­self true enough to his friends but ut­terly crim­in­al to­ward his foes. For all these reas­ons they put up a fight, and a sharp fight it was.

			There was a ru­mour that Doc­tor Syn and Sex­ton Mipps had taken cov­er in one of the smug­glers’ re­treats at the Ship Inn, and al­though Mrs. Wag­getts in­no­cently pro­tested against it, the or­der was giv­en to ran­sack the place from cel­lar to at­tic. But it was none so easy to ran­sack such a ram­bling old house, de­fen­ded as it was by des­per­ate ruf­fi­ans fight­ing for the secrets of their live­li­hood, for since Doc­tor Syn had hid­den the wool-run­ning scheme un­der his black gown money had flowed freely among the Dymchurch men. But the blood of the red­coats was up, for three of their num­ber had been shot dead, and sev­er­al had been badly wounded, so when they even­tu­ally got pos­ses­sion of the inn they showed Mrs. Wag­getts’ prop­erty no mercy. And for Mrs. Wag­getts her­self—well, the rage of the red­coats was so un­con­trolled when the old house was found stacked with smuggled goods that they cursed her for an old witch and hanged her from the old Ship sign above the door.

			Mean­time a lug­ger was try­ing to catch the breeze, try­ing to get out of the great bay to the open sea; but the wind had failed, so cer­tain men aboard got out the oars and pulled away with a will. Then some fool lit one of the piled beacons on the shore. Oth­ers were lighted, and the flames shot up along the wall to Little­stone, and the King’s men man­aged to launch the pre­venter’s cut­ter and chase the lug­ger. The men routed out of the Ship Inn crowded to the wall to hinder the King’s men, but Colly­er was in com­mand and bravely kept his men’s heads for them amid a hail of bul­lets from the sea­wall.

			The cut­ter was not long in swinging along­side the lug­ger, and Colly­er clambered aboard, with three or four of his men armed with pis­tols and cut­lasses. The men on the lug­ger had stopped row­ing when they saw that they had no chance of es­cape, and as soon as the cap­tain hailed them they sur­rendered sul­lenly.

			The men at the oars were ordered in­to the cut­ter, and then the cap­tain turned to the cab­in. Out­side the door sat Sex­ton Mipps with his blun­der­buss ly­ing across his knees, ready to hand. But he ap­peared quite calm, and was en­joy­ing his short clay pipe.

			“Good even­ing, Cap­tain,” he said. “Com­ing out fish­ing with us, are you?”

			“Lay that blun­der­buss of yours on the deck,” answered the cap­tain, “and step aboard the cut­ter after your pals.”

			“I should like to know what you be,” said Mr. Mipps, “to or­der a re­spect­able par­ish sex­ton about.”

			“You won’t make it easi­er for your­self, my man, by lag­ging back,” said the cap­tain. “I know quite enough about you to send you to the gib­bet.”

			“May I ask what?” replied the sex­ton, puff­ing away at his pipe.

			“I’ve been hav­ing a look at that coffin shop of yours, and I’ve seen enough there to get you a free rope from the gov­ern­ment; so come along and make the best of a bad job.”

			Mipps pulled des­per­ately at his short clay pipe and sent over his lap a heavy cloud of to­bacco smoke. Un­der cov­er of this his fin­gers were steal­ing to­ward the trig­ger of the blun­der­buss. He was cal­cu­lat­ing his chances, for there were three pis­tols point­ing at him from the King’s men. If he was shot, he meant to take the cap­tain with him.

			“There’s one chance of sav­ing your dirty car­cass,” went on the cap­tain, not no­ti­cing those crafty fin­gers mov­ing.

			“What’s that?” said the sex­ton be­hind the blue cur­tain of to­bacco smoke.

			“There’s one man I’d a deal soon­er hang than you, and that’s Clegg. Tell me where Doc­tor Syn is and I’ll give you twenty-four hours to make your­self scarce.”

			“Thank you kindly,” went on the sex­ton, “but I ain’t no wish to make my­self scarce. I’m quite happy where I am, and if you’ve a fancy to make your­self scarce, I’ll be hap­pi­er still.”

			Just then there was a noise be­low of singing, and some­thing splashed in­to the sea. The cap­tain looked over the side and saw a black bottle. It was not a dark night, and he could see it float­ing away to­ward the shore, where the beacons were alight.

			“He’s in that cab­in!” the cap­tain shouted. “He threw that rum bottle out of the stern hole.”

			“If he is there,” replied the sex­ton, “I wouldn’t ad­vise you nor any oth­er of my friends to go in, for it’ll be the worse for you if you do. Hark! he’s in song to­night, and when Clegg’s in song, you can take it from me that he’s in a dev­il of a mood.”

			From the cab­in came that hor­rible song:

			
				
					“Here’s to the feet wot have walked the plank.
					

					Yo ho! for the dead man’s throttle.”
				

			

			And then words were uttered in a drunk­en voice, the voice of a drunk­ard in ter­ror.

			“It’s the drink! There’s nobody there, there’s nobody in this cab­in, I say. It’s a shad­ow, noth­ing but a shad­ow. He couldn’t have got here. It’s a shad­ow ris­en from hell to mock me, I say. He couldn’t have got off that reef. There was noth­ing for him to live upon but the filthy body of the yel­low cook, and would even the foulest man eat food not fit for sharks? There was noth­ing else. No ve­get­a­tion, simply a thin cor­al reef. I can hear the surf now break­ing in­to the la­goon. There, listen! There, hark at him curs­ing! It’s no use, tell him. The crew’s afraid of me. They’re only mut­ter­ing, they dar­en’t speak again, for I’ve settled with Pete, the yel­low cook—broke his spine in with a cap­stan bar. How it did get wedged between the bone. I tore it out with my nails. There goes Pete’s body over the side in­to the clear wa­ter. Ugh! what a hor­rible splash it makes! The wa­ter doesn’t seem to hide him much! There’s his ugly yel­low face still! Why don’t the wa­ter hide him? It hides lots of oth­er ugly things, damn it! The breeze, thank God! We are slip­ping away, faster, faster. The cor­al reef is sink­ing in­to the deep sea. The ma­rooned scoun­drel, the damned mu­latto, can’t throw a har­poon from there, he can’t! He’s dead already! Cram on the can­vas, every inch! Get up aloft! Won’t take my or­ders, eh? Get up! Get up! I’ll teach you who Clegg is! Ah! look there! There’s some­thing fol­low­ing the ship. What a hor­rible face it has! My God, it’s yel­low! Hor­rible! It’s com­ing out of the sea! It’s creep­ing over the stern, along the deck! It’s com­ing to the round­house! Lock the door! No! No! It’s here in­side the round­house. You’ve locked it in with me, you fools! You cow­ards, it’s fol­low­ing me round! It isn’t him! It isn’t him! It’s a shad­ow—a damned silly shad­ow. Where’s the rum? Mipps, you damned little pir­ate, where have you hid the rum?

			
				
					“Here’s to the corpses float­ing round in the tank;
					

					And the dead man’s teeth in the bottle.”
				

			

			The song turned in­to a scream of agony. There was the noise of a soul-sick­en­ing thud, and some­thing leaped through the cab­in door, tum­bling Mr. Mipps all over in a heap. The three pis­tols of the King’s men flashed, an­oth­er scream tore the air, and a tall fig­ure sprang high in­to the night and dis­ap­peared in­to the sea.

			“It’s Clegg! It’s Syn!” shouted one of the King’s men.

			“And we’ve shot that damned little sex­ton, too!” shouted an­oth­er, for Mipps lay flat on his face, with his fin­gers out­stretched upon the deck.

			Colly­er rushed in­to the cab­in, while the men re­loaded a pis­tol in case the head of Doc­tor Syn should rise from the sea.

			“Bring a light!” shouted the cap­tain.

			The cab­in was small, but lar­ger than might have been ex­pec­ted from the size of the craft. When a lan­tern had been passed through, it showed a little room whose walls were the sides of the boat. On one side was a heavy little flap table, fixed in­to the ribs of the boat with rusty iron sock­ets. Upon this table, flat down on his face, in­deed in the very po­s­i­tion that Mor­gan Wal­ters had ap­peared upon the vestry table, was Doc­tor Syn.

			“My God!” cried the cap­tain. “Look at the face!” The dead face pressed against the table was in­deed a face of hor­ror, for driv­en right through the neck was Clegg’s har­poon, and the hideous grin on the Doc­tor’s usu­ally be­nign old face was en­tirely ab­om­in­able to look upon.

			“It’s Doc­tor Syn! It’s Clegg!” ejac­u­lated the three sea­men who had entered the cab­in. “Then, in God’s name, what did we shoot out there?”

			“The mu­latto,” said the cap­tain. “He has been here be­fore us.”

			“Then we shot the mu­latto, sir!” ex­claimed one of the men.

			“You shot the sex­ton,” cut in the cap­tain, “but for the mu­latto—well, it’s my hon­est opin­ion that—but there, that sort of thing is bey­ond a sail­or. Here you!” he ad­dressed one of the sail­ors, “just get a piece of sail­cloth from the deck and we’ll stitch this body up, and you two help me get this damned har­poon from his neck. There’s a bal­last shot in our boat that’ll do for his feet, for I’m not go­ing to take this body ashore. It might cause a fresh out­cry among the people. Be­sides, now that old Clegg’s log is entered, I’ve no de­sire to hang his body in chains. It’s a bar­bar­ous cus­tom. If ever a man de­served to be bur­ied at sea, Clegg did, for ras­cal though he was, he was a won­der­ful sea­man, so a sea­man’s grave he shall have, or I’m no sail­or.”

			Sud­denly a cry arose from the man who had gone from the cab­in in search of the sail­cloth.

			“What is it?” called the cap­tain.

			“My God!” cried the sail­or, dash­ing back in­to the cab­in, “the sex­ton! the sex­ton!”

			“What of him?” de­man­ded the cap­tain.

			“He’s not dead! He’s not dead!” yelled the man.

			“All right! all right!” said the cap­tain. “Will he live to hang?”

			“But he ain’t there at all, sir!” shouted the sail­or.

			“Not there?” cried the cap­tain.

			“No, sir, he’s gone, and there’s no signs of him any­wheres.”

			So they had not even shot the sex­ton, for as soon as the cap­tain came out of the cab­in door he saw that the body had gone, true enough. Mipps, in­deed, who had not been touched by the three bul­lets, had bided an op­por­tun­ity and let him­self quietly over the side away from the cut­ter, and struck out through the wa­ter with a stronger and quick­er stroke than any­one would cred­it such an an­cient man to pos­sess.

			They searched for him to no avail, and they searched for the mu­latto’s body to no avail, and the hor­rible corpse of Doc­tor Syn was bur­ied that night at sea by the cap­tain’s or­ders, sewn up in a sail with a shot at his feet, so his song came back to him for an epi­taph:

			
				
					“A pound of gun­shot was tied to his feet;
					

					And a ragged bit of sail was his wind­ing sheet.”
				

			

		
	
		
			
				XXXVIII

				Dymchurch-Un­der-the-Wall

			
			The next day war was again de­clared with France and every avail­able man was pressed in­to ser­vice. Colly­er was re­called from Dymchurch with all his men, and he was one of the first to fall un­der Nel­son’s com­mand. His death was the sav­ing of many necks in Dymchurch, for he had found out about everything. The de­mon riders and their steeds he could have marked down by day, and he had dis­covered how they trans­formed them­selves, for in Mipps’s coffin shop he had come across a re­cipe for the pre­ser­va­tion of the sand phos­phor­ous with which the sex­ton used to daub the riders and horses. The ob­ject of these men was to scare people away from the Marsh when the pack-ponies were out bring­ing the wool from the Marsh farms to the coast—people who were not in the wool-run­ning scheme. With the death of Doc­tor Syn came the death of the wool-run­ning. Sir Ant­ony dis­covered in the vicar­age much money stored away, and a sea-chest full of great valu­ables which Clegg had evid­ently amassed in the South­ern Seas. A bar of gold and a won­der­ful ruby were suf­fi­cient in them­selves to cre­ate a com­fort­able for­tune, and as Doc­tor Syn had left a will leav­ing everything to Imo­gene, Sir Ant­ony stretched a point and kept mat­ters to him­self, for he was afraid that the wealth would drift to the Crown by law. How­ever, as Lev­el­ler of the Marsh Scotts, he found that it was easy enough to hush af­fairs up, for the French war was in every­body’s mind. So even­tu­ally Denis mar­ried the daugh­ter of the In­can prin­cess, the ad­op­ted daugh­ter of Mrs. Whyl­lie of Rye, though Sir Ant­ony could nev­er really prove her ori­gin, but he would nev­er ad­mit even to him­self that most prob­ably Doc­tor Syn had been ro­man­cing. The secret of Eng­land’s treas­ure died with Clegg, but wheth­er that was only a ly­ing ex­cuse of the scoun­drel to get away from Dymchurch, the squire could nev­er make out. Jerry Jerk grew up and be­came the Maid­stone hang­man, and Dymchurch re­mained un­der the wall. But al­though Doc­tor Syn was suc­ceeded by more right­eous vicars, none was so pop­u­lar as he had been, and the few Dymchurch men who sur­vived the French war missed the long ex­tem­pore pray­ers on a Sunday and the dry-as-dust ser­mons preached by a man who was a man be­fore he be­came either a par­son or a scoun­drel, for scoun­drel­ism is after all only a point of view of some com­munity, and Dymchurch folk would have wel­comed back Syn know­ing that he was Clegg, be­cause they all knew him to be a dar­ing, dash­ing fel­low and a dear old man.

			Dymchurch is very quiet again, and the wild ad­ven­tures of the few days re­cor­ded in this book were for­got­ten after Tra­fal­gar, but the Doc­tor was nev­er for­got­ten by those who knew him, and it would bring tears to their eyes did any­body chance to sing his quaint old cap­stan song:

			
				
					“Here’s to the feet wot have walked the plank;
					

					Yo ho! for the dead man’s throttle.
					

					And here’s to the corpses float­ing round in the tank;
					

					And the dead man’s teeth in the bottle.
				

				
					For a pound of gun­shot tied to his feet,
					

					And a ragged bit of sail for a wind­ing sheet;
					

					Then the sig­nal goes with a bang and a flash.
					

					And over­board you go with a hor­rible splash.
				

				
					And all that isn’t swal­lowed by the sharks out­side,
					

					Stands up again upon its feet upon the run­ning tide;
					

					And it keeps a bow­in’ gently, and a look­in’ with sur­prise
					

					At each little crab a scram­blin’ from the sock­ets of its eyes.”
				

			

		
	
		
			
				XXXIX

				Echoes

			
			Off the Malay pen­in­sula lies the is­land of Pen­ang. Upon the moun­tain out­side the little town, and over­look­ing the sea, stands an an­cient Chinese mon­as­tery. Every even­ing when the dusk hour falls, and when Eng­lish sex­tons go to ring the even­song, an odd little man throws sac­red crack­ers in­to the red-hot stom­ach of the Chinese God of Plenty. After this of­fice is per­formed he re­pairs to the great pool, where the sac­red turtles live, to en­joy an even­ing pipe of opi­um. And there, as the turtles crawl upon the flat slab rocks that fringe the pool, he de­lights his col­leagues, the yel­low priests, with hor­rif­ic tales of demons and ghosts that in­hab­it the old parts of Bri­tain.

			All the priests in that far-off temple know of Rom­ney Marsh by repu­ta­tion, and they would nev­er go to Eng­land for fear of it. If a trav­el­ler from Kent ever reached that far-off temple in his jour­ney through the world he would think it strange and homely to hear the yel­low priests dis­cuss­ing hor­ror tales of Rom­ney Marsh, but he would un­der­stand if he could re­cog­nize in the odd little man, dressed in the dirty blue robe of the yel­low race, the Dymchurch sex­ton, Mr. Mipps.

			What’s he do­ing there, how did he get there, and how long will he stop there? Who knows!

			Per­haps the an­cient fel­low has still un­ful­filled am­bi­tions and dan­ger­ous, prof­it­able en­ter­prises tucked away un­der that Chinese sleeve. But it is pretty cer­tain that Dymchurch-un­der-the-Wall will see him no more.

		
	
		
			Endnotes

			1. The old title of Head Ma­gis­trate on the Marsh.
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